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Early Kev T P ‘ations. & Definiti 


AVRM: Advanced Virtual Robotic Mind. An artificial intelligence system 
that assists humans in performing various routines. There are two kinds: 
biological, implanted in the brains of Earth-born humans that evolves with them 
throughout life; application based, installed in various computerized systems, 
mostly used by the Ydalir because of their refusal to have the implanted version 
installed. 


Conextifome: High-impact-resistant honeycomb-shaped material used mostly 
by Syspol (see below) as body-armor. 


C-suit: Conextifome-suit. Syspol’s armored space suit. 


Dearther: Dirty Earther. A derogatory nickname given to Earthers by the 
Y dalir. 


EMC: Emergency Message Console. Normally situated on a ship’s bridge. 
Receives incoming distress signals and calculates distance, path, and energy to 
target. 


Engill: Angel. 


Excelsior: A spinning space-station catering to asteroid belt miners, Y dalir 
Militia, and cargo haulers headed to and from Jupiter’s zone. 


GMRL: Guided Mini-Rocket Launcher. 
HUD: Heads-Up Display. Projected data imaging onto plastic and/or glass. 


I3: Integrated Intelligence Interface used as part of Syspo/ equipment to 
analyze an officer’s environment. Can be integrated with AVRM. 


Midgardur/Neutral Zone: A spinning space-station split into Ydalir and 
Earther controlled zones. 


OAR: Ocular Augmented Reality. Connects to the AVRM system allowing 
for seamless integration of all available AVRM systems within the human eye. 
OAR users can enter into augmented reality whereby images are projected as if in 
their physical space. OAR users can also enter into virtual reality space where the 
real world disappears entirely and is replaced by a computerized world. Almost 
all humans under the age of 30 have the OAR installed. 
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Robo-Skel: Robotized-Skeleton. Used by application-based AVRM to assist 
humans with manual labor. 


Sjálfstæði: Translates in English to Independence. 


STS: Ship-To-Ship. A communications channel set specifically for two nearby 
ships to communicate with each other. 


SYSPOL or Syspol: [sis-pole] Earth’s Solar System Police Force. These 
units patrol areas of the solar system between Earth’s Moon and the Excelsior 
space station situated near the asteroid belt. 


UIN: Universal Identification Network. A shared database of identifiable 
characteristics for anyone registered by the system. 


XO: Executive Officer. The second-in-command; commanding officer’s right- 
hand. 


Ydalic: [Ee-da-lick] Usually a term used for the language of the Ydalir: Old 
Norse; Icelandic. Sometimes used to describe objects or ships made by the Y dalir. 


Ydalir: [Ee-da-lir] A name of the planet once called Mars, and the term used 
to identify its people. Renamed by Jón Porsteinson a century earlier after a 
pilgrimage by displaced wealthy Icelanders. 
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PART 1 


THE INDEPENDENCE 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Aleina... pistols 


Colonel Aleina Iravani fixed the gold rank insignia on her white Ydalir Militia 
officer coveralls so that it aligned with the iceberg blue Independence ribbon 
below. Somehow the two had become misaligned, and she couldn’t allow the crew 
to notice their commander’s disorder--the illusion of organization was the pillar of 
control. As she finished the aesthetic correction, her fingers brushed gently over 
scarred flesh below the fabric where two branded phrases rested above her heart: 
“Born to Die,” an edict to Earthers that life was finite; and “/ Stuttan Tima,” taken 
from a poem about Daudadags--Day of Death--, and Iceland’s relatively short 
time existence. This branding was common for Y dalics, seared into skin in the 
same manner their ancestral home perished: first by fire, then by ice. But there was 
something different about Aleina; she was not born on Y dalir; her lungs took in 
Earth air at birth... and by Ydalic social judgment, that made her a Dearther. 

Nevertheless, she was one of the highest ranked vessel commanding officers in 
the Ydalir Militia. But as Earth-born, modified DNA made Aleina appear younger 
than her twenty-seven years. Consequently, and considering the Ydalics took 
pride in the natural aging process of blossoming, then decaying, she was still 
viewed by some as an outsider. Being singled out had been a large part of her 
early life with the Ydalics, made especially difficult during her teen years when 
kids were vicious. However, by living among them, then serving in the Militia 
and exceeding every demand, she was able to demonstrate enduring allegiance to 
the people who mattered, earning the right to call herself Y dalic. 

Aleina cherished the honor but knew some in the Militia, even those who no 
longer dared call her a Dearther, thought she had been given it, and the rank, 
based purely on her closeness to the Royals of Ydalir. She knew it was useless to 
try and convince them otherwise; some people needed conspiracies to survive. 
Her history, though public knowledge, had survived a series of summarized 
misconceptions that included: the ugly little Dearther girl rescued by the First 
Raven, who grew up in the Royal home and was best friends with the one they 
called Tommy, the Fifth Raven. 

It was somewhat true. Tommy and Aleina were once best friends... as kids, 
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but became more intimate as teenagers when they attended the Prep-Academy in 
Manchester, England. Her emotional need to avoid people’s judgment fit well 
with his desire to escape responsibility since his family’s fame carried an almost 
unbearable weight of expectation. Tommy swore he wanted no part in it, and 
would rather hide from the world, with her, forever--if they could find a way. She 
had loved him even more because of it and happily sought quiet and passion with 
him wherever possible. Their last day together, on a St Austell meadow, had filled 
her soul with joy and a belief they were going to be together forever. Sadly, it took 
but one moment of bravery, and Earther fame, for Tommy to abandon every 
promise... when he became Tommy Raven, the Savior of Earth and a ghost to 
Aleina. 

She knew people in the Militia talked as if Tommy and Aleina still maintained 
a friendship. She never corrected them... perhaps because the truth was too sad to 
speak. Maybe she didn’t say anything because it benefited her if they believed it, 
something easy to justify when she’d never been given an ending... and never 
received an answer to one little question that, even a decade later, was still a sad, 
deep, invalidating perplexity: How was I so easy to discard? 

As time went on, the once overwhelming feeling became easier to push away, 
but Aleina knew that the darkness could only stay hidden for so long before it 
crept back up into light. Time wouldn’t close that wound, she accepted. No 
amount of success in life could heal the festering infection that was the unknown. 
Stress only seemed to make it worse... like now, as the Independence searched for 
a missing pilot. 

Enough of this, Anxiety. Focus your thoughts on what is important right now! 
Aleina told herself, then straightened her back and felt the Colonel take over. 
“Give me some news,” she commanded the intercept officer, Lieutenant Skuli 
Skulason, a man in his late 50s just beginning to grow white hairs in his 
monstrous red beard. He was one of two men on her vessel but also its most 
respected combat officer, having fought in two Dearther conflicts and dozens of 
pirate engagements as a non-commissioned officer. He had only taken a 
promotion to officer for the retirement benefits. 

“T am not getting anything on Gunna,” he replied, “but am tracking another 
vessel traveling at high velocity; inbound from sector one-three-six-niner. It is not 
transmitting a tracking signal but is actively pinging us for contact. Seems they 
want us to know they’re coming.” Skuli’s eyes broke from the tracking device to 
look at the Colonel. 

She nodded at him, then turned to her communications specialist, Corporal 
Eu-meh, a Chinese exchange volunteer, and said, “Send a ping back to the 
approaching vessel. Let them know we’re aware of them. Then open channels and 
listen. If they’re coming for us, perhaps they want to talk.” The Colonel 
completed giving the order and let a bit of doubt creep in before pushing it out of 
her mind. 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


“Pinged, Colonel,” Eu-meh reported. “Would you like me to continue until we 
receive a response?” 

“Affirmative, Corporal.” The Colonel turned back to her intercept officer. 
“Anything on the floater?” she asked, using the nickname for unidentified crafts. 

“It’s big? Fast? And... coming our way?” Skúli said in an amused but 
patronizing tone. 

“Alright, now tell me something more useful, before I demote you to private,” 
she said jokingly. Though the situation was a serious matter, the crew regularly 
used humor to stave off stress--too much stress caused people to make mistakes. 

Skuli groaned, stuck out his tongue, then snapped into professional mode, “At 
its current velocity, and my best approximation of its size, it is an assault vessel of 
some type. PI know more as it gets closer,” he glanced over at Eu-meh, “unless 
she gets them to talk to us.” 

The Colonel looked at Eu-meh, but she had one hand on a hold-grip at her 
station, keeping herself in place in the micro-gravity, and her free hand palm-up in 
their direction, “I’m getting something,” the Corporal announced. 

“Talk to me, Corporal.” 

“It’s thin.” 

“Are you referring to my patience?” the Colonel asked, chuckling nervously. 

“It’s a message,” Eu-meh informed her, “on a loop. I can hear certain 
inflections repeated over and over. But I can’t make out what’s being said. I will 
let you know--“ 

“Immediately,” the Colonel--or Aleina, she wasn’t sure which version of her 
was speaking--said forcefully, as the darkness attempted to emerge again. No 
matter the internal madness, she knew it was her duty to project calm and 
confidence for the sake of everyone else. 

“As soon as I hear anything worth reporting,” Eu-meh finished while still 
staring at the antique communications console. The Independence was very old in 
general, like most Ydalir Militia ships, but old didn’t mean bad, and their 
instruments were more than capable of getting the job done. 

A familiar voice came from behind, “Should I ready my squad?” The Colonel 
twisted her hand on the hold-grip to turn her body around. It was her XO, Major 
Karin Fyallhafsins, commander of the ship’s defense troopers and a giant-- 
appropriately, her family name translated to Mountain of the Sea. 

“We should be prepared,” the Colonel replied, then turned toward Skuli and 
asked, “ETA?” 

“We’ll likely make visual in ninety.” 

She twisted back to the XO and said, “Go to Condition November. Stand by 
for further orders.” 

“Understood. We’ll be ready soon.” The Major twisted her massive frame 
around, reached for a hold-grip with a giant paw, pulled herself up through the 
small bridge entry--barely--, and floated into the main corridor. 
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The Colonel turned back to address the crew, “Ill be back,” then nodded to 
Skúli, “you have command, old man.”. 

“Promoted again?” Skúli said with a smirk. “I’m climbing the ranks quicker 
than you.” 

“You sure are. But don’t worry,” she said, raising her voice to address the rest 
of the bridge crew, “I'll be back before he gets you all killed.” It was met with 
nervous laughter from the officers followed by Skuli cursing at them in Icelandic 
to shut up. 

The Colonel pushed off the hull and floated through the bridge entryway into 
the main corridor. There were hold-grips along the entire length and she walked 
them with her hands, one after the other, until she reached a cross-section 10 
meters beyond the bridge entry. She then twisted her hand around a red hold-grip 
at a new cross-section and pushed off into what was called Officer 5 Alley. The 
section had eleven compartments, one each offsetting either side of the corridor. 
The compartments were given to any of the eight officers and three doctors on- 
board. Some ship commanders made it their prerogative to take the first 
compartment since it was the shortest travel distance for them, but the Colonel had 
taken the last. 

She pulled herself forward the final few meters, floating in the micro-gravity. 
Once at her compartment, she grabbed the heavy plastic latch on the door and 
twisted it counterclockwise, opening it. She was home, but not to seek comfort. 
Though the latest Armistice Agreement disarmed the Militia of most firearms, 
commanding officers were allowed to have pistols on-hand in case the crew 
attempted mutiny. In this instance, she wanted them to protect the crew... in case 
something bad was coming. 

Aleina went to her bunk-safe, opened it, and retrieved an old leather gun belt. 
She next grabbed a box of 60 projectiles and painstakingly transferred them, one- 
at-a-time, to the belt’s loop holders. Finally, she retrieved two holsters, a 20- 
shooter occupying each, clipped them onto the belt, then checked the mirror to 
make sure everything looked right. Yep, perfect. It made her feel imposing, like 
one of those American frontier gunslingers from the old movies, Bass Reeves 
maybe... but cooler. She smiled at the thought as her hand gently stroked the 
multi-colored braids atop her head. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


Gunna... five seconds 


Lieutenant Gudrun “Gunna” Magnusdottir was daydreaming when an 
incoming message began flashing on the helmet’s HUD. Her small scout ship was 
far out in deep space, and she expected the communication could only be coming 
from the medical ship Sjálfstæði, a space-vessel made up of old parts, home to 
two-dozen women and two men. Though a large junk-pile by Earth’s standards, 
Sjálfstæði functioned better than most of the large ships in the Ydalir Militia, and 
Gunna was glad to be a member of the crew--better than working down on the red 
planet where life dragged on into endless loops of wake, eat, drink, labor, eat, 
drink, get drunk, sleep, and do it all over again. However, being deployed in space 
meant months upon months without her daughters, and Gunna’s mind often lost 
itself in thoughts of Elin, Arna Björg, and Vala... who were growing up faster 
than she could stand. And though she had found family in her crew-mates on 
Sjálfstæði, especially the twins Katy and Kata, Gunna still liked to volunteer for 
scout missions in order to get away and find some quiet in the darkness... where 
she could think about her girls in peace. But even from tens of thousands of miles 
away, she knew incoming communications could not be ignored, and grudgingly 
selected the message. A nanosecond later, the ship was slapped by a tremendous, 
teeth-jarring, noise. 

At first her mind was blank, preoccupied with confusion, but within moments 
her training kicked in and her mind pushed for answers. “What the hells was that, 
Ava?” she shouted at the ship’s AVRM ; there was no response. “Damage report,” 
Gunna demanded as she looked forward, then left and right, trying to get a view 
of what she surmised must have been some tumbling space rock... too small to see 
coming and avoid. The head-strap meant to keep her neck from snapping during 
high-velocity turns now prevented her from being able to look far enough behind 
to see any obvious damage. “Ava, give me a situation report!” she ordered, but the 
AVRM remained quiet. Her anxiety up, she punched the flight-control panel in 
frustration and shouted, “Wake up!” then bashed it a few more times for good 
measure. After taking several deep breaths to settle her nerves, Gunna focused on 
the system indicators and saw the engine was off, the control systems were down, 
and the electronics were just barely functional. What the hells did this much 
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damage? 

Without the AVRM, engine, and controls, Gunna could do little but find the 
damage and hope it was repairable--she was wearing a spacesuit and helmet and 
could exit the craft in an attempt to fix the problem. She twisted her body and 
neck as far back as possible, aching her muscles in doing so, and still saw 
nothing... but as she eased to turn forward, Gunna noticed what appeared to be a 
dot reflecting the sun’s light off in the distance. She strained to see it clearer and 
realized it was growing bigger by the second. She estimated the object was a few 
thousand meters away, and by the intensity of the sunlight’s reflection, it had to be 
at least twenty times larger than her scout traveling at a high velocity. She 
squeezed her eyes together to focus better and saw the glow of engines burning 
hot, meaning the incoming ship was in a retro-burn, slowing down... at this 
distance, that meant it expected to catch up to her soon. Gunna decided whatever 
hit the scout must have come from the incoming vessel and that could only 
mean... pirates. Or, more likely, clan-less pirate. It was the only thing that made 
sense. She couldn’t imagine an established pirate clan would come out all this 
way to attack a small scout ship. It wasn’t worth their time, and why would they 
want to pick a fight with her warriors? Even without firearms, the Ydalics were 
known for their sword skills, a willingness to fight for any reason, and scant fear 
of death. So who was this? The closest station she knew about was their own, a 
Lava Site they’d spent several days at and departed weeks earlier. But there was 
no reason for an Ydalir Militia ship to attack her scout, they’d have transponders 
to verify she was on their side. And Earth troops wouldn’t risk starting a fight 
with the Ydalir Militia--they had no reason to, nor did their leaders want any more 
hassle over at Miðgarður station where the two planets shared custody. There 
were no known enemies nearby; Sjálfstæði was well past the Zone, mining sites, 
and Excelsior station... 

Gunna dismissed the wondering, knowing it would not help get the ship’s 
controls back. She had to figure out a way to save herself. “Ava, heyrirðu i mér?” 
she asked in Old Norse, thinking perhaps a change in language would work, but 
received no response. “AVRM 21572, can you respond to commands from golf 
uniform niner?” she asked in English. This time a green light inside her helmet 
flicked on and off, indicating the AVRM was active. “Alright, Ava,” she said, 
speaking quickly, knowing time was limited, “if you can hear me but can’t 
respond, can you flick yourself from active mode to standby mode and back to 
active mode at half-second intervals, please?” The HUD indicator changed from 
green, to yellow, back to green. So the AVRM was able to understand her but not 
able to respond audibly or in text. At least I’ve got something. “Ava, initiate 
standard Morse Code Protocol.” An indicator popped up in the upper right hand 
corner of the HUD that read MCP. Good, I can work with this. “Is your comms 
system down? Is that why you’re not able to communicate verbally or in text?” 

Ava responded with two letters, N-O. 
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“Have you been hacked, Ava?” 

N-O. 

This could take forever. “Do you know why your system is not functioning 
correctly?” 

X-G-R-8-8-1. 

Gunna had no idea what that meant and instinctively tried to activate the 
craft’s information database, but it was inoperable. She next reached down the 
right side of her seat, pulled out a thick synthetic-paper manual, went through the 
command index for codes starting with X, and found it quickly. 

XGR881: Terminal intrusion. “What does that mean?” She wasn’t expecting 
the AVRM to answer, though her HUD flickered as Ava responded, but Gunna 
ignored it and instead searched through the manual for the definition. 

Terminal Intrusion: Unauthorized attempt. Active measures to prevent control 
from unauthorized element will automatically terminate system. System reset 
required. 

“Oh hells!” she groaned, then read the sentence again. She had to keep 
looking. Gunna flipped to the next page and found: 

System Reset: To perform a reset of the system, see Engineering Manual pg. 
191. 

She laughed, knowing there was no engineering manual on the craft. She had 
to try something else. “Ava, can you give me access to my personal bio-code 
routine so that I can get some access to the system?” There had to be a way to get 
the long-distance radio back up. 

N-O. 

She growled, “Is there a way I can manually access the--“ 

Gunna was interrupted by a man’s voice in her helmet, “To the operator of the 
vehicle, your craft is about to be intercepted by our ship. Do not resist. Disable 
the manual safety measures inside your cockpit, and allow us to capture you alive. 
You will not be harmed if you follow these directions. Fail to do so, and we will 
forcibly remove you from the craft, dead or alive. Do you copy?” The accent was 
familiar, perhaps from the south side of Krummi. A large number of people were 
from that sector: Militia, pirates, cops, miners, and more. Whatever they were, 
they wanted her to disable the explosives inside the cockpit, a last-resort measure 
installed to prevent capture. She heard enough stories about what pirates did with 
Ydalic officers. Some were tortured for extended periods of time, even 
brainwashed into joining them. Some were raped and murdered. Think quickly. 
She could activate the device inside, blowing herself up, denying these limp-dicks 
whatever they wanted. Or she could give up the scout and deal with whatever 
awaited her. In training, they were repeatedly told to never allow pirates to take 
them hostage; suicide was quicker and more honorable. 

The reason she hesitated was her daughters. Their father was gone. Her father 
and brother were dead. Her mother was a traitor. Who would take care of them? 
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But Gunna didn’t want her girls to find out she had been captured, and later 
discover the horrible things done to her by the pirates. The only way she could 
prevent it from happening was to choose death. They would most likely kill her 
anyway; better to die as a warrior than a victim. Save my daughters the pain of 
knowing I was humiliated and killed slowly. It is better they mourn my death with 
pride than suffer for years wondering if l'll ever return... which I won t because 
I’m not important enough to save or exchange. Gunna clutched the thought... she 
had been busy making mental plans for the future only a few hours earlier... but 
time had run out quicker than she could have anticipated, leaving one final choice. 

Gunna unzipped the front of her survival suit and pulled out a small, flat, 
transparent picture-frame. It floated in front while she removed the flight gloves 
and helmet. Once off, she gently retrieved the floating frame and pulled the 
opposing corners apart. The picture-frame grew larger. She spoke, “My babies,” 
and her daughters appeared as three dimensional moving images--a moment 
recorded before she left them--, waving and blowing kisses. Gunna’s eyes welled 
with tears. She missed them more than anything and would never see them again. 
Don t think about that. Gunna smiled and blew a kiss. 

Somewhere in the distance a voice inside her helmet was counting down. She 
tried ignoring it but could hear a tiny voice speaking, “Surrender and you will not 
be harmed. You have 30 seconds.” 

Gunna said her goodbyes and hoped to see them in another life. 

“20 seconds.” 

In the corner of her left eye she noticed a blob of movement... the pirates had 
caught up. She flipped an orange switch on the right elbow-rest exposing two 
small black buttons. With her thumb, she pushed both in and felt a slight but 
sustained vibration. Another countdown began inside her helmet... and an old 
darkness returned to her mind. Since she was a little girl, Gunna feared dying 
alone... and here it was... a great dread becoming truth. She wondered if anyone 
would know what happened to her or if she would become just another person lost 
in space, fate unknown. Would they search for her? Yes, she answered, the 
Colonel would... but space was vast and always in motion and there was little 
chance they would ever find her remains. 

Even still, Gunna felt some comfort knowing she would not be forgotten. She 
was loved... by her girls... her traitorous mother too... and her friends on 
Sjálfstæði, Yellow Wolf and White Wolf most of all. Gunna’s heart ached for the 
twins who had lost both parents long ago... and latched themselves to her as a 
mother-figure when they joined the Sjalfsteedi--an inexplicable bond, and a need 
she had been happy to meet. How terrible for someone so young to experience 
that kind of loss, she thought and it brought Gunna’s thoughts back to her 
daughters; she hoped at least a piece of her soul would find its way to Ydalir and 
keep them company. 

“10 seconds,” the pirate counted. 
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“30 seconds,” the self-destruct feedback chimed. 

Gunna kissed her girls one last time as tears pooled around her face. Goodbye, 
Elin, my fighter; goodbye Arna Bjérg, my kindness; goodbye Vala, my joy. I hope 
when I see you again that you are old... and have lived happy lives. 

The blob on her left was now large enough she could no longer dismiss it. 
Gunna turned her head and saw the ship and its markings, and the shock nearly 
overwhelmed her. She scrambled for the discarded helmet and in the excitement 
knocked it forward in the cockpit. 

“5 seconds...“ 

Gunna frantically grabbed the helmet with both hands, pulled the inside end 
toward her, then shouted. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Aleina... the hull 


By the time the Colonel returned to the bridge, Eu-meh had received the 
message: “We are the assault ship Firewood of the Ydalir Militia. We are seeking 
to return a stranded scout pilot to your ship. Request permission to rendezvous 
and board your vessel. Please acknowledge.” 

Eu-meh responded with an acknowledgment and nothing. The Colonel sent a 
command identification code in order to verify the integrity of the message... and 
nothing. Yet the Firewood continued its approach under power on a direct 
intercept course with the Independence. 

Perhaps something had happened to their comms, she thought. Decades old 
tech and century old ships often broke down. But something was definitely out of 
place. The events of the past hours, days, even weeks, amounted to a strange 
convenience of circumstance. A lost pilot found somewhere in the deep of space 
by a friendly ship that wasn’t looking for her? Space was enormous and in 
constant motion, what were the odds someone just happened upon a tiny scout 
ship? They were on a classified mission... no one should be following them, least 
of all near enough to discover and rescue a spec in the solar system. It was too 
good to be true... too good to even be a miracle. 

But the Colonel knew from personal experience that miracles did happen, 
that’s why she prayed when Gunna disappeared... but had God answered? As 
much as she wanted to believe it, the Colonel couldn’t ignore the growing roar of 
Aleina’s anxiety, an obstacle that also functioned as a gauge for assessing threats, 
and she knew it was important to listen to its warning. After all, hoping and 
praying was for civilians, but fear was a tool for survivors. She could feel that fear 
growing now, beginning to overwhelm, and she worried it would negatively affect 
the Colonel’s ability to make good decisions. 

Whenever she felt a loss of control, Aleina utilized personal remedies to help 
gain back some focus; physical exercise helped; self injury was instinctual, 
painful, and quick to straighten her focus; breathing exercises worked as well. 
Since physical exercise and self-injury were not possible at the moment, she 
sucked in a deep breath... letting it out slowly, repeating the air-in-air-out 
treatment until she felt a twinge of calm. She then closed her eyes and continued 
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until the feeling of anxiety and the sounds around her slowly drifted away... until 
a glint of calming light revealed itself at the foot of darkness. 

For a moment, Aleina was no longer on the Independence, no longer the 
Colonel, her mind finding a once-safe place, deep in the meadow’s lake, young 
eyes alive to a new light, its distortion rippling, then sharpening, revealing sun- 
rays bending in water above. Alena knew who waited there and kicked off the 
clay bottom, floating upward toward him. When she surfaced, Tommy was 
standing on the edge of the bank, stretching his thin frame left and right. He saw 
her, laughed, and shouted that she was beautiful. She moved toward him, reaching 
her arms out... his hand gently taking the offer, helping her out of their lake. They 
then held each other, wet and cold, the sun chasing water droplets sliding down 
her freshly tanned skin... as the voice within carved words upon her soul: 

I am drowning of him 

And he of me 

We, two different 

And colored strange, 

Hearts, submerged in a tale. 

Aleina emerged from the effort feeling unsafe... her anxiety stirred, not 
tempered. She hated how easily damaging memories were able to overwhelm 
good intentions. What she needed was something safe, calming... like the 
possibility of a miracle. She had once been a tiny thing in space rescued at the 
brink of death... her parents murdered... she, a small child sure-to-die... 
praying... hoping... never giving up... and then the Ravens came. God answered, 
and she believed because nothing else made more sense. Even if there were no 
Ravens to help now, God’s hand still guided-- 

“Colonel,” Skúli said, interrupting her thoughts, “we have visual on the 
Firewood. They are in retro-burn.” 

“Are they talking yet?” 

“Still silent,” Eu-meh answered. 

The Colonel activated her personal comms device and hailed the XO, “Major, 
how’s your team looking?” 

“We're set. You got something for us to do?” 

“Yeah, take your team and meet me in the cargo hold near airlock Gamma. I’ Il 
be there in five.” 

“Understood. Major out.” 

The Colonel addressed those in her immediate area, “Bridge crew, command is 
leaving for cargo hold at Gamma. Pipe all information to my comms unit. Let me 
know if anything changes. The Firewood seems to want to dock, so we’re going 
to be prepared. I don’t think there is anything nefarious on their minds, but I’m 
not taking chances.” She then turned to Skuli and nodded, “You have the bridge.” 

Skuli nodded but said nothing. That was unusual, she thought. She couldn’t 
think of a time when he wasn’t making bad jokes, even in terrible and tragic 
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situations. 

The Colonel pushed her feet hard off the hull, launching her body through to 
the alley toward the aft of the ship where Major’s team waited. She floated 
through the corridor in a hurry and, failing to adhere to her own rules about 
sticking to the right side, ended up crashing into one of the ship’s doctors who 
was exiting the medical-bay at that exact moment. The two tumbled several 
meters before the Colonel stopped their momentum by grabbing the doctor’s 
coveralls, then a hold-grip with the other hand. 

“Sorry Doctor Lo,” she said once she could see her victim’s face. 

Doctor Tamara Lo’s eyes were wide with surprise, “What’s going on, 
Colonel?” 

“Nothing for you to worry about,” the Colonel lied, though the look in Tam’s 
eyes suggested she did not believe it. 

“Ts it Gunna?” Tam asked. 

“Maybe. I can’t talk about it right now. I have to get to the aft section.” 

“You need me?” Tam asked while pulling her body slowly away from the 
Colonel, as if her actions were speaking a different language than her words. 

“PII call you if I need you. Promise,” the Colonel said softly. 

Doctor Lo nodded. “Yes, Colonel... of course.” She then kicked off the hull 
and shot down toward Officer’s Alley, disappearing around the corner. 

The crash had rattled Aleina... and she floated in place for a few seconds 
trying to get back into character for the crew. There was no time to linger on 
negativity... they needed her. She pushed the intruding thoughts to the side, 
grabbed a hold-grip, and pulled toward the bulkhead door, her body floating 
again, but this time slower. Though the distance was short, the seconds allowed 
her mind to drift just enough... to be reminded of the time she went skydiving on 
Earth with Tommy, during time off from--Aleina’s anger interrupted: Enough! 
Stop thinking about this fuckin’ asshole from ten years ago! Dammit, take 
command of that brain! Reset! We dont have time for this shit! 

Instinctively, Aleina slapped the right side of her face hard, causing a 
momentum shift. The act caused her body to crash into the hull, tumbling until she 
hit the bulkhead at the end of the corridor. Stars flashed across her eyes, and the 
old thoughts were replaced by pain and feelings of stupidity. What would 
someone think if they saw the commander slapping herself in mid-flight, she 
wondered. They'd think you lost you fuckin’ mind, and they’d be right. Aleina 
looked back to make sure no one witnessed the idiocy. To her relief, it did not 
seem anyone had. The slap had been reckless, she knew, but the negative thoughts 
were gone, and she could feel the Colonel taking back control. 

With command, she turned toward the section door. It was shut, but a twist of 
the locking mechanism opened it. Major Fjallhafsins stood inside, back to the 
Colonel, feet planted on the floor with her sticky-boots, polishing a silver and blue 
broadsword. The Major was in full reflective battle armor, and the Colonel knew 
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there was a dragon painted across the chest and arms, down to both legs, in the 
ship’s colors of blue and white. All twelve of the XO’s combat troopers had their 
battle gear on, painted with specialized designs. They were noisily discussing 
something and none noticed her enter, but she observed them. 

First in line was was the tallest trooper, Black Eagle. Next were the young and 
very short twins, Yellow Wolf and White Wolf, together called the 
Runningwolves. Then there were best friends Brown Bear and Golden Fox, 
standing arm-in-arm with the oldest of the troopers, Flaming Shark, who had the 
most terrifying painting of a shark on fire with pirates impaled upon its teeth 
emblazoned on her chest piece. There were the Three Ice Lions, Red, White, and 
Blue; though a trio, they were well known for their dislike for each other. Fallen 
Night was next, her armor depicting a famous painting of an Icelandic winter 
evening. Second-to-last was Aurora, the quiet one, who wore the brightest, 
loudest green armor anyone had ever seen. And last was Blood Knife, whose 
personality and armor design left nothing to the imagination. Though there were 
different dyes used for their respective animals or designs, the ship’s uniform 
color of blue and white was dominant. 

Gunna, being the ship’s best artist, painted most of them... meaning some of 
these troopers owed their battle identity to her. Also, the Runningwolves, orphans, 
loved Gunna like a mother, making this either more delicate or heart-warming, 
depending on whether someone was bringing her home alive or dead... or at all. 

The Major noticed the Colonel’s arrival and shouted, “Attention troopers! 
Ship commander is in the hold!” Those not already with their feet planted on the 
hull activated their sticky-boots and moved into a line abreast formation. 

“At ease,” the Colonel said to the room, “I’m just here to receive our pilot. 
Our friend,” she stressed. 

“Ofursti, er Mamma á lífi?” asked White Wolf. Both sisters, though not born 
on Ydalir, disliked speaking English and thought Ydalics should not use it unless 
absolutely necessary. They too had been rescued as children and adopted into the 
Militia, and Aleina felt a closeness to them because of it. 

“We don’t know yet, trooper. All we were able to get from a message was that 
they were returning one of our pilots. So, we’re not certain, but it is most likely 
your Mamma.” There were smiles and nods around the room. The Runningwolves 
shared a still-worried look. 

Fallen Night roared, “We have prayed for her safe return and God has 
answered!” 

“We are indeed blessed on this voyage,” Red Lion said, subtly nodding as if it 
had been known. 

To everyone’s surprise, Aurora spoke, “Fortune is our friend.” The troopers 
shouted in joy, perhaps simply happy the normally quiet warrior said anything. It 
even made Yellow Wolf smile and cheer. 

White Wolf was not as easy to dissuade from worry and asked, “En pa hvers 
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vegna erum við ad undirbúa fyrir bardaga, Ofursti?” 

The Colonel understood the young trooper’s worry. “Just as a precaution,” she 
assured, “we’re pretty sure they are one of ours and mean no harm,” she lied. “But 
if this is some kind of pirate trick, we’ll be ready. So, keep your swords ready, and 
I have my pistols just in case.” She patted her side-arms and the troopers chuckled 
and barked in response. Most were in positive spirits. That pleased her. She hoped 
it was for good reason. 

“Colonel, we have visitors,” Eu-meh said in her ear. 

“Still no comms?” 

“Nothing.” 

Skuli interrupted, “Their cargo doors and airlock are opening... wait one.” 
The wait seemed long before he said, “We have visual contact. I observe twenty- 
five, repeat, twenty-five assault troopers on two staging platforms... they are 
launching attach-cables... wait one.” 

The fact Skuli identified them as assault troopers meant they were wearing 
Ydalir Militia gear. Twenty-five? Pirates rarely operated in such numbers. The 
chance of this being a ruse was shrinking by the second. “Do you see our pilot?” 
the Colonel asked. 

“T observe one individual in... Colonel, I cant be 100% sure but... I think they 
have a prisoner.” 

“A prisoner? Confirm.” 

A few seconds later, Skuli replied, “Affirmative. There appear to be bindings 
on one. This individual is wearing a standard red and black assault spacesuit. I 
can t tell who it is.” This worried the Colonel. That didn’t feel right at all. Why 
would they bind someone they rescued? “They ’re at the airlock,” Skúli informed 
her. 

“Open the door for them,” she ordered. 

“Done, Colonel... they are entering... ten of them are inside. Pressurizing.” 

The Colonel could hear muffled noises emanating from the airlock area; she 
waited impatiently to see the apparent rescuers. Would she know them? The 
Militia operating out this far away from Ydalir were few. These might be friendly 
faces, she thought. After a bit, the turn-handle twisted and revealed ten red and 
black armored assault troopers. “Welcome to the Independence. I am Colonel 
Aleina Iravani, commander of this vessel. Please, enter,” she said, trying to be as 
inviting as possible. These troopers had also personalized their armor, but the art 
was uninspired. She saw several dragons and an eagle, a bear, perhaps, all poorly 
drawn or painted. She heard her troopers quietly snickering at them in judgment. 

The last Firewood trooper entered, then shut the airlock door. None spoke. All 
stood at attention, waiting. 

“Depressurizing again... opening outer door... nine troopers and the prisoner 
are entering,” Skuli said. 

The Colonel looked around at the Firewood’s troopers. She surmised their 
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commander must be in the second group or an introduction would have occurred. 
She waited. The airlock finally opened and nine more Firewood troopers walked 
into the room along with what she could now clearly tell was someone whose 
hands were bound. “Who is in command here?” a man’s voice asked from behind 
the helmet of a trooper with a black skull chest piece. The skull displayed smoke 
particles extending up to the trooper’s neck and helmet, giving the appearance of 
slowly turning black. The top of the helmet was blood red. 

“T’m in command,” she announced to Black Skull, “Colonel Aleina Iravani, 
commander of the--“ 

“I am Sergeant Elti, and I am in command,” Black Skull interrupted before 
she could finish. “I have someone I think you know.” He twisted his left arm 
toward the prisoner. “We found her stranded. She was very combative so we had 
to restrain her.” There were angry growls from the Independence troopers. Black 
Skull barked at them, “Easy, friends!” 

“Friends? Friends don’t do this,” the Colonel said, feeling uneasy; Firewood 
troopers outnumbered Independence troopers. “Take off your helmets so we can 
meet you as comrades. And take off my pilot’s helmet too, so I can verify she’s 
okay.” 

“Oh, P1 do that, Colonel,” Black Skull said with a sinister tone, then removed 
his helmet. The rest of Firewood’s troopers did the same. To her surprise, they 
were all men. She could hear her troopers murmuring from behind as they noticed 
it, too. That was unusual. These days the majority of Ydalir Militia ships were 
operated and commanded by women. To have all men in an entire assault squad 
was something not seen in years. Not since the last war when many of them 
needlessly died or were taken prisoner. Not since mothers, farmers, teachers, and 
mine workers were forced to take the place of the fallen; after the First and 
Second Ravens were killed, along with most of the Viking Council, and the 
Huginn and Muninn loyalists who were always by their side. 

“And my pilot, Sergeant,” the Colonel demanded. 

Two red troopers moved to assist and removed the helmet. A cheer exploded 
from her troopers when they saw Gunna’s familiar pink and blond hair, though the 
joy died out as her hair moved away from her face and they noticed she had been 
gagged. 

Black Skull looked proud, as if showing off captured prey. “Satisfied?” 

“No. Take off her bindings. And that gag,” the Colonel demanded. 

“No, Colonel. We’re the ones who will be making demands.” 

The Colonel did not hide her surprise, “You will be what?” 

“Td like to believe you don’t know what I’m talking about... I really would, 
Colonel. Considering who you know, it would be best if you’re still one of us. But 
if you delay me, I will be forced to arrest you and your entire crew. And before 
you get any ideas, we have more swords, more guns, and more canons on our ship 
than you.” 
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The Colonel’s blood boiled, “Sergeant, what in your limp-dick are you talking 
about? You don’t make demands on my ship. I don’t care how many swords or 
guns you have--“ Black Skull didn’t wait for her to finish, reaching over to his left 
hip, retrieving a handgun, and pointing it at the back of Gunna’s head. Troopers 
on both sides flinched to action and put hands to sword hilts. The Colonel’s hands 
went to her pistols. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Sergeant?” she demanded. 

Black Skull’s face contorted into a snarl, “I want the traitor you’re protecting,” 
he barked, “and I want what she stole. Now!” 

The Colonel felt a surge of anger and panic, “Holster that weapon, Sergeant!” 

“Like hell I will. Give me the spy!” 

“I don’t have spies on my ship! And you are in direct violation of every code 
of conduct--“ 

Black Skull pressed the handgun’s barrel to Gunna’s head and barked, “Fuck 
the code of conduct! Your ship brought a spy to our station! That spy stole 
classified material and transported it out of sector. So, you’re either completely 
inept as a leader or a traitor. Either way, I’m getting what is ours, you stand- 
down.” 

“Farðu til helvítis, ég mun drepa pig,” White Wolf hissed. She pulled her 
sword from its sheath and pointed it at Black Skull. Yellow Wolf followed her 
sister’s lead a half-second later. This had a domino effect, and soon most were 
brandishing weapons. The Colonel kept her pistols in their holsters. She didn’t 
want to escalate things further. 

“Easy... easy,” Major Fjallhafsins said, both hands out, showing she had no 
weapon. 

“Everyone, stand down!” the Colonel shouted. She could feel the atmosphere 
charging around her and needed to put an end to it before things became 
uncontrollable. “We all need to calm down and figure this out.” 

“We figured it out for you, woman! Go back home to cook, clean, make 
babies... no more playing war!” one of the poorly painted dragon troopers 
shouted in a thick Ydalic accent. Nervous laughs from some of the assault 
troopers followed... but not from Black Skull. 

“You will surrender your swords!” another trooper, whose chest was painted 
with a half dozen violet roses, barked. “Or hang on to them... and die by the 
hands of the Dead--” 

Black Skull snapped a look at Violet Rose and cut him off, “Shut the fuck up, 
Corporal!” The man tensed and complied. 

Even if they were Ydalir Militia, the Colonel decided, they were not on her 
side; she needed to prepare for the worst. Sword wise, her fighters inside the room 
were outnumbered 19 to 13. The enemy had at least one handgun, probably more. 
She had two pistols and could take out a few of them but was vulnerable without 
armor. They also held Gunna. If the Colonel counted the rest of her crew, they 
outnumbered the Firewood’s team, even with the handful still outside the airlock. 
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But Black Skull had warned that more were on the Firewood... and their ship had 
cannons. 

She opened up her personal comms channel and Skuli responded, “Colonel?” 

The Colonel spoke softly so as not to be heard and, without moving her lips, 
mumbled, “Keep the aft airlock shut.” 

“Already done,” Skuli replied. Good, she thought. He had been following the 
action and was thinking ahead. 

“Let the rest of my men in and surrender the spy, I am already tired of this,” 
Black Skull demanded. 

“I want to help you find what you are looking for,” she lied in an attempt to 
seem friendly, wanting to defuse him somehow. “Who is this... traitor?” the 
Colonel asked. 

Black Skull growled, “So, you’re telling me you’re inept? Fine. Colonel inept- 
at-your-job, the traitor is one of your doctors, Tamara Lo. We have footage of her 
stealing classified information and weapons. She’s a--” he cut himself off. “Wait 
one,” he said, then began talking in a low voice. The Colonel was about to say 
something when Black Skull excitedly shouted, “What do you mean something 
hit the ship?” His head snapped up to look at the Colonel, then pointed his 
handgun at her, and barked, “What the hell are you up to?” 

Before the Colonel could answer, there was a sudden, and impossible, sound 
of rain-drops showering the hull. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


Tam... the device 


SYSPOL Detective Inspector Tamara Lo twisted the handle of the door to the 
forward airlock, took a quick glance in to check for activity, and rushed inside 
when she was sure the room was empty. Tam shut the door and let go of the long- 
barrel GMRL she had just retrieved from her quarters, then unsheathed a sword 
strapped to her waist and placed it between the airlock deck and door handle, 
making it difficult for someone to open it from the other side. She floated to a 
cabin near a control panel and opened it. Inside were three unarmored spacesuits. 
She retrieved one and suited up quickly, securing the helmet over her head. Next 
she went to the airlock console and, after a few button presses, began the process 
of depressurizing the room. The difference in pressure would now make the inner 
door impossible to open from the other side; she was safe for a short while. 

Tam had no doubts about what the Firewood’s troopers wanted. She’d stolen 
top-secret information and weapons from a secret substation orbiting Jupiter’s 
moon Europa, where the Independence had been docked weeks earlier. SYSPOL 
had given her a mission to infiltrate the Lava Site using Iravani’s special 
relationship with the Ravens to gain the advantage. Tam had thought her actions 
had gone undetected, but clearly they somehow figured it out and were coming to 
kill her. She had to wipe them out first--all of them, including the Independence 
crew. There was no way the Ydalics would let her live. What Tam knew would 
ruin legacy, the Militia, Tommy Raven, and reveal a dangerous weapon they’d 
built. Earth needed to know the truth. 

A pressurization indicator on top of the outer door changed from green to red, 
telling her the room was ready and she could exit. Tam twisted the handle and 
swung the outer airlock door open. She could see the vast blackness of space, and 
the light from various objects in the solar system... and beyond. She carefully 
peeked out and found the Firewood about 500 meters behind. She knew she 
would have to lean out more to get a shot. As she exited the airlock and stepped 
out of the protection of the ship, panic set in. She was most likely going to die; 
there was no one on either side of this fight who’d help her. Even if she had a plan 
to survive, it was unlikely to have positive results for her. Don t worry. Get the job 
done. These are liars, criminals, murderers. They chose their side, you chose 
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yours. Do the job. Earth will remember you as a hero. 

Tam went back inside, retrieved the GMRL, exited the airlock, and aimed the 
weapon at the Firewood. The targeting component of the launch mechanism 
delivered a slight vibration from the weapon as it acquired a target lock. She 
looked at the sight’s HUD which had several blinking lights of various colors. 
She needed them to all turn green. As she waited, a small movement in the 
distance caught her attention. As she focused her eyes, Tam realized there were 
several small things moving near the aft of the Independence... and closing. She 
took her eyes off the rifle’s display and peered into the distance. The helmet had a 
zoom function and, if she remembered correctly, one only needed to speak the 
command. 

“Zoom to center view,” she said, and it worked. Shit! Tam thought as she saw 
four assault troopers, swords out, coming toward her. Then, from her periphery, 
she noticed the Firewood was opening a port on the forward top section of the 
ship, revealing what appeared to be a large cannon. Full panic set in. “Hurry, 
hurry!” she screamed at the targeting component. 

A second later the markers on the sight turned green. Tam did not hesitate and 
pulled the trigger. 

The rocket launched with an intense blue light so bright she couldn’t look at it 
until the projectile was a few dozen meters out. She observed the Firewood 
troopers turning to watch it, but only for a moment. The shot seemed to motivate 
them and they turned back toward her, their small boosters burning at top velocity. 
She had perhaps 30 seconds to get inside the airlock and close it. But not just yet. 

The rocket impacted the Firewood, but nothing happened... as designed. It 
was meant to stick to the surface and detonate a high explosive charge by remote 
control. But Tam was not going to use that function. Instead, she activated a small 
makeshift-drone she’d attached to it. Inside the helmet a video feed appeared 
revealing what the drone could see. She sent it a command to use a microscopic 
laser to cut through the gel. It took a second to un-stick. Next she commanded the 
unit to fly toward a section of the ship mere meters away. It took only moments, 
but gave the assault troopers time to close the gap. Attached to the drone was a 
small device of immeasurable power, the one she had stolen from the secret 
substation. She had to activate that device now. Tam did and immediately 
followed it up with a command override code. Instantly the ship was under her 
control--it would take the Firewood’s crew seconds to realize what was happening 
and take control back; there was no time to waste. Next she executed a 
deployment order and followed it up with a retro-burn command. Suddenly the 
ship opened the aft release hold and deployed a tethered satellite which quickly 
extended beyond the ship. She then activated a preprogrammed routine. Finally, 
Tam commanded her makeshift-drone to return. 

She noticed the troopers coming toward her were close, but waited to make 
sure it worked. 
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The tethered satellite fired its thrusters and started a circular trajectory around 
the Firewood, wrapping the ship in wire as the satellite’s velocity increased. It 
spun around the ship in a clockwise motion until the tether’s slack ran out and the 
satellite crashed violently through the section of the Firewood where its main 
power reactor was housed. A millisecond later, it detonated, sending Firewood 
debris in all directions. 

Satisfied, Tam started to boost back toward the airlock but was hit by 
something and realized another red trooper had come at her from a different 
direction than the others. She twisted clockwise out of the trooper’s grasp and 
used her mini-thrusters to shoot toward the airlock, but the delay was just long 
enough for the other red troopers to arrive. One grabbed her by the left arm; 
another tackled her legs and squeezed them together. Someone pushed her head 
sideways, giving Tam a view of the Firewood debris coming at them. Before she 
could even contemplate that reality, hundreds of small pieces perforated the suits 
of the assault troopers holding her, followed by a larger piece hitting them all, 
scattering the cluster. Tamara was knocked out of their grip and tumbled inside the 
airlock until her body impacted the inner door. A millisecond later the room began 
to spin with intense force pushing against her body, until the spin suddenly 
stopped, causing her to bounce around the airlock. It took the suit’s automatic 
stabilization system a moment to settle, but once it did, Tam was thankful to still 
be alive and conscious. Luck was on her side, she thought, until two Firewood 
troopers entered the airlock, broadswords out, ready for a fight, their armor 
damaged but functional. She had no time to check if her suit was leaking, the 
troopers in front were a far more immediate problem than slow depressurization. 
A shiver of fear ran up her spine as she absorbed the odds against her then 
dissipated as she remembered the sword she’d used as an improvised lock. Tam 
boosted toward the inner door, grabbed the hilt and, after two quick pulls, the 
sword popped out. Now armed, she faced her opponents. 

The troopers positioned themselves in a split formation: one going to her left 
and the other right. They made careful movements for a few seconds before the 
right-most trooper boosted to the end corner of the airlock, out of her peripheral. 
She turned her head to follow and realized they were setting up an attack from the 
other trooper. Expecting an attack, Tam promptly boosted forward to the open 
airlock, trying to exit the kill zone. She made it a few meters before hearing a loud 
crack inside the suit followed by the feeling of intense pressure around her left 
leg. Though hit, forward momentum carried her out of the airlock into space 
where she was greeted with the sight of bodies and thousands of pieces of 
Firewood debris floating all around. 

She turned away from the carnage, back toward the Independence airlock, and 
saw one of the troopers exiting head-first, sword-tip pointed at her. Tam boosted 
right, and the trooper shot past. She aimed for the airlock, fired boosters, and 
crashed into the second trooper emerging in the doorway. The two tumbled back, 


24 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


hitting the inner bulkhead and, for a brief moment, Tam had the advantage. With 
all the strength she had left, Tam pushed the sword into the red trooper’s chest, 
plunging the blade deep, nearly to the hilt. The glass of their helmet’s touched, 
and she could see a man’s eyes on the other side... full of fear. Before her mind 
could process more, there was a sudden and extreme pressure at her back that shot 
a fire through her organs, as if her insides were exploding. The other trooper. She 
cried out in agony, her voice deafening inside the helmet. Tam felt the blade being 
pulled out, then stuck inside her again... the pain quickly reaching an apex, so 
much that Tam felt her body begin to shut down... as all the energy contained 
within it drained. 

Oh no... oh... no... 

The last thing she saw was the device attached to the makeshift-drone 
returning, as she had commanded. It rested in her hand... and stopped moving. 
Tam closed her fingers around the device in a last desperate attempt to keep it out 
of their hands, then closed her eyes. 

The pain all-but disappeared, dull and distant... replaced by a scatter of 
thoughts: 

I failed... they’ll win... the Dead... pretenders... Bastards... shit on them... 

Tommy... most of all... 

I’m tired... so cold... 

Mother... 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Gunna... a fighter 


Thumps reverberated inside the cargo hold, followed by sounds of many small 
things pelting the hull. Without another warning, the ship began spinning 
sideways, throwing people off their sticky-boots. Gunna felt her body being 
pulled toward the hull at a frightening rate and she impacted it hard. Just as 
quickly as it started, the spin stopped as the ship’s side boosters fired, and Gunna 
saw people trying to get their bearings. Knowing there would be no better 
opportunity to escape, she pushed off the hull with her feet and promptly crashed 
into a red trooper, the impact causing her body to spin around several times before 
landing in the arms of someone she quickly realized was Fallen Night. 

“I have you,” Fallen Night said as she boosted toward the main bulkhead door. 
As they traveled the distance, Gunna could hear a voice shout, “Guns!” followed 
by the sound of swords clashing. She twisted her head to try to see more, but 
Fallen Night’s left forearm obstructed the view, so she turned her head forward 
and realized they were almost at the doorway. Fallen Night stopped their 
momentum, let Gunna go, grabbed the door latch, twisted it open, then pulled out 
her sword, went behind Gunna, and cut the bindings. “Get out of here!” she 
shouted, but a split-second later, the room erupted in gunfire. 

Gunna turned toward the shooting and saw the Colonel, pistols out, firing into 
the red troopers. Several of the reds, including Black Skull, were firing their own 
handguns, either back at Colonel Iravani or into Sjalfsteedi’s warriors. A familiar 
set of colors caught her eyes and Gunna focused on Yellow Wolf booster-charging 
into several troopers, White Wolf in tow, cutting through red troopers whose 
reflective armor exploded in response. In just seconds Yellow Wolf’s sword was 
broken but White Wolf, backing up her twin, cut through the now damaged armor 
of three enemies, dispatching them; she then grabbed a sword from one of the 
dead troopers and gave it to Yellow Wolf. 

Gunna wanted to help them and turned back to Fallen Night to ask for a 
weapon but recoiled in horror as her friend’s head shattered. Gunna was then 
struck by projectiles, causing her body to spin in the micro-gravity. She tried to 
stop the momentum, but the Firewood’s crew had disabled assistance controls in 
the suit--eliminating control-use of sticky-boots and boosters. She was little more 
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than a floating target. 

By chance, a trooper flying by ran into Gunna, causing her body to change 
planes and bump into the hull, where she used her hands to stop the spin. She next 
twisted to a position facing the fight and saw Major Karin Fyallhafsins in a battle 
with two red troopers. The Major’s sword was broken, and she was using the 
sharp end to stab at her enemies. Gunna looked around and saw Fallen Night’s 
sword, pushed herself to it, then grabbed it with her left hand. 

Without the use of sticky-boots or boosters, she knew the only way to move 
around would be to use the environment. Gunna grabbed a hold-grip with the free 
hand and pulled herself toward the bulkhead near the corridor door. She then 
planted her feet and pushed off hard, aiming toward the Major. As Gunna flew, 
she felt several impacts to the armor, but there was little time to consider them as 
she crashed head-first into both of the Major’s opponents, driving Fallen Night’s 
sword through the neck of one. She then tumbled uncontrollably across the rest of 
the cargo hold, striking the bulkhead with enough force that she lost 
consciousness. 


Gunna was jolted awake by a severe pain; she opened her eyes and saw a red 
trooper pulling at a short-sword lodged in her shoulder. Before she had time to 
react, Major Fyallhafsins flashed by, tackling the red trooper, the two disappearing 
from her view. Gunna looked for something to grab onto, reached out with her 
right arm, and caught sight of a deadly battle just meters away. 

Colonel Iravani was reloading one of her pistols, having holstered the other. 
Gunna could see a headless Golden Fox floating a few meters away, sword still in 
her hand, a red trooper impaled upon it. Golden Fox’s best friend, Brown Bear, 
was violently chopping at a red trooper who was attacking one of the Ice Lions. 
Gunna’s heart raced as she wanted to help, but then sank when she caught sight of 
White Wolf boosting away from the battle with Yellow Wolf’s seemingly lifeless 
body in tow. Ignoring the pain, Gunna managed to flip over and pull herself 
forward with the right hand, grabbing anything and anyone nearby in an effort to 
get to the Runningwolves who were now huddled together at the far end of the 
room. As she moved through the battle, she saw several white and blue troopers 
floating along with at least half-dozen lifeless reds. She tried not to think about 
the losses and focused instead on getting to the twins, Gunna thought it her 
duty... for she was their wolf blood. 

When she got to the Runningwolves, White Wolf was on her back against a 
corner area of the room, arms wrapped around her sister’s torso, Yellow Wolf’s 
back pressed up against her; Gunna could hear White Wolf’s muffled crying from 
behind her helmet’s face-mask, “Systir min. Systir min. Vaknaðu. Vaknaðu!” 
Yellow Wolf had several holes in her chest and Gunna knew she needed 
immediate medical assistance. 

Gunna quickly worked to remove her own armored glove; it took several 
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twists, but she managed it even with the sword in her left shoulder. With the 
gloveless hand, Gunna flipped open the latches around Yellow Wolf’s helmet and 
popped it off. Next she placed two fingers around Katy’s neck and checked for a 
pulse. It was faint, but she was still alive. “Systir pin er á lífi, elskan,” Gunna told 
White Wolf. She could see the young warrior sigh in relief. “We have to get her to 
a doctor, okay?” she told White Wolf, who nodded. “I can’t boost in this suit, 
okay? You’re going to have to get us out of here, elskan min.” 

With that, White Wolf secured an arm around her sister, locked the other 
around Gunna’s right, then boosted the three of them out of the cargo room and 
into the main corridor. After a few meters, she fired side boosters and dragged 
them into the medical facility where they were met by two doctors, both of whom 
looked startled. 

“What the hell is going on?” demanded Doctor Asdis Hjalms, a tall, slim, 
blond haired woman. 

Gunna placed her good hand on Asdis’s shoulder and said, “We’ve been 
attacked. No time to explain. Save her. And someone get this blade out of my 
shoulder... please.” 

Asdis acted quickly and pulled the floating Yellow Wolf into a partitioned 
room and disappeared, with White Wolf not far behind. The second doctor, Saga, 
quickly looked Gunna over and raised her eyebrows in surprise. “Glad to see you 
alive, Gunna, but I see what look like half-dozen holes in you. That’s apart from 
this sword stuck in your shoulder. I’m gonna have to operate.” 

“No time. Yank this thing out of my shoulder, patch me up, and put me back in 
the fight,” Gunna barked. 

Doc Saga placed a hand on the left side of Gunna’s face and said, “Elskan 
min, I am going to have to operate on that shoulder. There is no way to get that 
sword out without cutting through muscle and bone.” 

“No time for that, Doc. You got a cutting beam?” 

“You want me to cut your shoulder off?” 

“No, the blade! Cut it off as close to the skin as you can get.” 

“Alright, alright, wait here,” Saga said, understanding, “I'll get the cutter.” 

Gunna realized she also needed something else and asked, “Can you see if you 
have an extra pair of sticky-boots too? Mediums... I have no control over the 
ones I’m wearing.” 

“PII see what I can do,” Doc Saga promised, then pushed off the hull and 
floated to the back of the medical bay. 

As she waited, Gunna could hear a fight going on mere meters down the 
corridor outside the medical bay. Guns were being fired, with both men and 
women screaming, crying in agony, and she felt an overwhelming urge to get back 
in the fight to help her friends. Thankfully, Saga soon returned carrying a pair of 
boots and a cutting beam. “After I cut the blade, you can see if these will fit,” Doc 
said. 
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“Thanks,” Gunna replied, taking the boots in her good hand and letting them 
sit at her side. 

“Lean back,” Saga told her and she complied, then Doc started removing as 
much of the sword as possible. It took only a few seconds for the blade with hilt 
to separate from the metal left in Gunna’s shoulder. 

“Now give me a local anesthetic, so I can fight with the other arm,” Gunna 
told Saga. 

“Right,” Doc Saga answered and grabbed a plunger. 

Once the anesthetic was applied, the pain in her shoulder disappeared. Gunna 
moved her left arm up and down and felt nothing at all--no pain, nor her arm. She 
also didn’t have much mobility. The left arm would only move forward about half 
way before it refused to budge. It would make swinging a sword with two arms 
difficult, but she’d work with it. “Excellent work, Doc,” she told Saga, “now 
please help me get these boots off and the others on.” Doc Saga did as asked and 
within a minute the new sticky-boots were on... a bit large but at least she had 
something. 

Gunna got up off the medical cot, thanked Doc, engaged the boots, then 
walked toward where the twins disappear earlier. She rounded the corner of the 
partition and saw Yellow Wolf unconscious on one of two beds, White Wolf 
hovering near, maintaining a solid grip on her twin’s left hand. 

“Mamma!” White Wolf cried when she saw Gunna, the young watrior’s face 
full of grief. On any other day, Gunna would have comforted her, but this was an 
extraordinary situation and she needed a weapon. 

“Your sword,” Gunna demanded, holding out her right hand. With a stunned 
expression, White Wolf silently handed over a sheathed sword. “Takk, elskan,” 
Gunna said, tucking the sword under the wounded left arm. “You have your 
combat knife, right?” she asked, making sure Kata had protection in case the fight 
came to her. White Wolf patted her leg armor, indicating she did. Gunna could see 
Yellow Wolf’s combat knife was also still attached. “Your sister would want you 
to use hers as well,” she told Kata. White Wolf looked at her sister’s blade and 
nodded. “Good,” Gunna said, kissed White Wolf on the cheek, then went to 
Yellow Wolf and kissed her on the forehead. 

“You go back? You fight?” White Wolf asked in broken English. 

Gunna looked at the grief-stricken warrior and offered her an empathetic look, 
“Yes. I go back. I fight.” 

White Wolf embraced Gunna, holding her for several seconds. “Eg elska 
pig... úlfablóð... mamma min,” she said, tears pooling around her eyes. 

Gunna thought about asking Kata to leave with her, but knew White Wolf 
would not abandon her twin. “I love you... my little wolf blood,” Gunna told her 
instead, then, without hesitation, pushed off the hull, rounded the partition, past 
Doc Saga, and exited the medical facility... into a battle. 

The red troopers had pushed Sjalfsteedi’s warriors back into the corridor and 
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Gunna worried the red armor she was wearing could create confusion, so she 
pulled out the pin in her hair, letting the mane flow freely. There would be no 
mistaking her for the enemy now. 

“Gunna!” shouted a voice she recognized as Aurora’s. The green armored 
warrior boosted to her, “I’m with you!” she shouted through the helmet’s 
faceplate. “We got pushed out of the cargo hold, but I saw the Black Skull was 
still in there!” 

“Let’s kill that limp-dick!” Gunna shouted. 

“Grab onto me! Ill boost us through!” 

“My left arm is hell,” Gunna said, gesturing at the now sawed off blade in her 
shoulder. “I can’t grab onto you and hold my sword.” 

Aurora sheathed hers, took White Wolf’s sword from Gunna, and said, “P11 
give it right back to you!” 

Gunna wrapped her good arm around Aurora’s right shoulder and looked 
down the corridor where Blood Knife was in the process of pulling her blade out 
of a red trooper, the Major backing her up armed with a new sword. Gunna also 
saw Brown Bear fighting in a three-prong alliance with the Flaming Shark and 
Black Eagle. She couldn’t see any other Sjálfstæði warriors fighting but noticed 
the floating bodies of all Ice Lions. Despite their personal differences, they 
remained true to their warrior’s honor, falling together. Gunna wanted Black Skull 
to pay and barked, “Go!” 

Aurora boosted past the corridor battle, through the entrance to the cargo hold, 
and inside where the fight had started. There they found Black Skull and Violet 
Rose attending to their wounded, helmets off, blue and red bodies floating nearby. 
Aurora stopped their momentum and Gunna landed on the hull in the new sticky- 
boots. 

“My sword,” Gunna demanded, and Aurora handed her White Wolf’s sheathed 
blade. Gunna took it in her good hand, flipped it forward, and unsheathed the 
blade; the scabbard continued toward Violet Rose who deflected it with his sword. 

“Our prisoner has fight left in her,” Black Skull said, impressed. “Should have 
stayed out of it. We didn’t come here to kill anyone.” 

“Could have fooled me, limp-dick,” Gunna barked. 

Violet Rose went left, and Aurora boosted to intercept. 

Black Skull moved in the opposite direction, toward his helmet; Gunna ran at 
him, sword at the ready. She closed quickly, and Black Skull was forced to take 
up a defensive posture, holding his sword at the side with both hands. Gunna got 
within striking distance and swung White Wolf’s sword at an exposed section of 
his chest, but he calmly sidestepped the attack, slicing at her weapon with such 
force that it broke her grip. She tumbled, unarmed, trying to slow, but the boots 
lost their grip and Gunna’s body impacted the hull on the side of her wounded 
shoulder. Even with the anesthetic, her pain-receptors reacted and, for a brief 
moment, she lost all awareness... until Black Skull’s blade found its mark in her 
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side. “Ball-sack!” she cried out in pain as her good hand instinctively grabbed his 
blade in an attempt to yank it away, but Black Skull held a tight grip. He then put 
a foot on the bulkhead, pulled back with great effort, and freed the sword, cutting 
through her right hand. He raised both arms up above his head, ready to cut 
Gunna in half but spun suddenly as gunshots came from behind him and 
projectiles impacted his armor. Gunna looked toward the sound and saw Colonel 
Iravani firing a pistol from the arch of the bulkhead doorway. Black Skull, already 
hit several times, boosted sideways in order to avoid more shots. The Colonel’s 
aim followed as she continued to fire, and Black Skull screamed as more 
projectiles found their mark; a moment later, he let go of the sword and raised his 
hands in surrender. 

Gunna looked around for Aurora and found the green warrior circling with 
Violet Rose, both looking for an opening to kill the other. 

“That’s enough!” the Colonel shouted, pistol extended. “Drop your sword!” 
she ordered, but Violet Rose didn’t listen, or couldn’t hear her, and continued 
circling with Aurora. He then attacked. 

Aurora deflected two quick swings by Violet Rose and riposted a third, 
striking her opponent squarely in the left breast of his armor. It was an advantage 
for him as his torso’s reflective armor still functioned. It reacted, shattering 
Aurora’s blade at the tip, thrusting her arms back. Violet Rose then cut across his 
right to attack Aurora’s unprepared left, but the green warrior deflected his sword 
with her broken blade, then thrust the jagged tip into Violet Rose’s neck where it 
found weaker armor, then flesh, and ripped open the man’s throat. Violet Rose 
boosted backward, away from Aurora, left hand cupping the wound, stopping as if 
to reassess. His reprieve was short-lived as a shot from the Colonel’s direction 
pierced through his skull and brains, ending the fight. 

Black Skull screamed in anger and boosted at full speed toward the Colonel, 
who turned and fired several times at the Sergeant; if the projectiles hit, they did 
not stop him as his armored body impacted hers with an ugly crunch, and the 
Colonel’s body tumbled backward, her pistol bouncing off the hull. The unarmed 
Black Skull next boosted toward Aurora, grabbing a short-blade fixed to the 
outside of his right thigh, then aimed it at Aurora in an upward stabbing motion. 
The green warrior swung her broken sword up to meet Black Skull’s attack, but 
he changed planes and Aurora’s swing missed while his short-blade found its 
mark inside Aurora’s inner left thigh. Aurora lost the grip on broken sword and 
grabbed for the blade inside her leg. Gunna knew her friend was not going to last 
long without help. 

She saw Black Skull’s discarded sword was close by, against the bulkhead. 
She pushed off the hull, floated toward it, grabbed the sword with her right hand, 
then planted her legs on the hull, and pushed off, heading directly toward Aurora 
and Black Skull who were fighting for control of his short-blade. Gunna was 
upon them quickly and, with one hand, cut at Black Skull with his own blade. The 
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strike glanced off his shoulder but managed to partially connect with the top of his 
unarmored head, taking a portion of his scalp and hair with it; he cried out in 
anger and pain. 

Unable to stop her momentum, Gunna crashed into the inner hull with her 
good arm, and lost grip on Black Skull’s sword which bounced away. She twisted 
her body in time to see Black Skull pull the short-blade out of Aurora’s thigh, 
hold it above his head, and plunge it through the top of Aurora’s helmet, piercing 
her brain. A whimper escaped Gunna’s lips as she watched another friend die. 

Black Skull did not hesitate to boost toward her, weapon at the ready. She had 
no weapon... her wounds were severe and strength was slipping away. She’d 
fought hard to get back to her girls, but death was coming... and she was not 
afraid. 

Gunna thought of her daughters... and her friends, and the Runningwolf 
twins... then pushed off the hull and met Black Skull’s attack... glad that her 
childhood fears had been wrong. She would not die alone... Gunna was dying 
surrounded by people she loved... 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Aleina... all hang 


Aleina regained consciousness near the cargo hold doorway with no idea how 
long she’d been there. She could hear screaming and banging some distance away, 
and though she couldn’t make out who or what was making the noise, felt 
confident it was coming from the nose-end of the ship. 

She remembered entering the room, getting into the fight, Black Skull coming 
at her, then blackness. How fucked up am I? she wondered. Aleina tried to lift her 
right arm, but it would not move. The left arm ached but seemed functional. Left 
leg responded but the right did not. So J have no boosters, no armor, and one 
functioning arm and leg. Terrific. She looked around the room and saw many 
bodies, including Aurora and Gunna, who she had tried to help, floating in the far 
corner of the bay. She wanted to go to them, but the sound of battle took priority. 
If the Firewood assault troopers were still fighting her crew, then that’s where she 
needed to be. Aleina searched the left holster with her good hand but found no 
pistol, then reached to the right and was glad to feel a familiar grip. She didn’t 
know where the other pistol was but decided there was no time to look. The crew 
needed her now. 

The Colonel pushed off the hull with her working leg, assisted by the sticky- 
boots. When her head reached the top of the bulkhead, she used her good arm to 
push down to the opposite end where her leg touched the bulkhead and pushed her 
body up and forward again. It was slow process of up and down but worked. As 
the Colonel moved toward the sound of battle, she could see bodies floating. 
Some were red, others white and blue. Some were armored, others were wearing 
officer or security uniforms. Those not wearing armor had bravely entered the 
fight with no hope of surviving. It pained her to think how many of her crew were 
already dead; how many of her friends she would never see again. How had it all 
gone so wrong? She passed the medical-bay and saw several red trooper bodies 
floating. She was sure there were more of her people dead in there too but there 
was no time to check. She continued floating forward and passed the main 
intersection where more unarmored bodies floated, along with red troopers. 

Suddenly an arm latched onto her waist, startling her. The Colonel looked to 
her left and saw White Wolf’s face, her eyes intently looking up toward the battle, 
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“Kata!” the Colonel exclaimed in surprise, happy to see the young wolf. 

“Leyfðu mér ad aðstoða pig, Ofursti,” White Wolf said, and boosted down the 
corridor toward the bridge. 

“Where is Katy?” the Colonel asked, wondering about the other twin, but 
White Wolf stared ahead and did not respond. As they closed in on the bridge 
entrance, the Colonel caught a brief glimpse of Major Fjallhafsins and thanked 
God that her XO was still alive. 

The bridge entrance was too small for both to squeeze through, so Kata let the 
Colonel go, boosted past, then caught her as they both made it through the arch. 
Once inside the bridge room, the Colonel could see the Major fighting several red 
troopers as the warriors dodged and pushed aside a dozen floating bodies. White 
Wolf stopped their momentum and the Colonel engaged her sticky-boots. 
Noticing their arrival, two red troopers broke off the fight with the Major and 
turned to face them. Seeing so many of her bridge officers dead infuriated the 
Colonel and she ignored the more immediate threat, retrieved the pistol from its 
holster, and aimed it at the man who was to blame for all this, Black Skull. There 
was a tremble in the Colonel’s hand as she did, but she he pulled the trigger 
anyway. The shot missed but got his attention. Black Skull, recognizing the 
danger, boosted away from the Major, who followed him. The Colonel aimed at 
him again but caught sight of one of the red troopers moving her way and changed 
targets. 

White Wolf, a combat knife in each hand, got to the approaching red trooper 
before the Colonel could, and cut across his shoulder with one of the knives. He 
dodged the attack, leaving himself open for a clear shot, one the Colonel didn’t 
hesitate to take. The projectile struck him in the back and the man threw his arms 
up, screaming in pain. White Wolf switched targets and went after the other 
trooper. The Colonel changed targets back to Black Skull who was fighting the 
Major again, their long swords swinging in long arcs as each put maximum force 
behind the attacks. The Major’s blade made contact with Black Skull’s left side 
and cut through his already damaged armor. The Major then yanked back and 
swung diagonally down toward the Sergeant’s left shoulder, but he deflected the 
attack with a forearm, countering with his own strike into the Major’s midsection. 
The Colonel steadied her aim and fired, hitting the lower part of Black Skull’s 
right leg. It caused him to spin out of his attack on the Major and boost toward the 
Colonel. 

The red trooper fighting White Wolf also disengaged and joined Black Skull’s 
attack. They are coming to take me out. In her physical condition, there was no 
way she could dodge them; any shot sent their way needed to hit. She extended 
the shooting arm and aimed at Black Skull; her hand trembled again but there was 
no time to steady it and the Colonel pulled the trigger... and missed. 

Black Skull’s sword would have cut her in half if not for White Wolf crashing 
full-force into him with her shoulder, pushing him off course and forcing both to 
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tumble several meters away. The Colonel was saved for only a moment as the 
other attacker’s sword found flesh and bone, going through her broken arm, into 
her side, driving her back into the hull with a painful thud. The red trooper tried to 
pull the blade out, but it stuck long enough that the Colonel had time to twist her 
hand around so the pistol pointed at his face. She took a painful breath to calm her 
hand’s trembling, saw his eyes open wide with recognition and fear, then fired 
until the red trooper’s face became meat. 

She looked around and found Black Skull punching White Wolf as the much 
smaller warrior tried to stab him with a knife. The Colonel raised the pistol and 
barely got out the word, “Stop!” but Black Skull continued fighting. “Private, get 
out of there!” she shouted, and White Wolf immediately boosted away. 

The Sergeant didn’t try to pursue, holding up one hand, seemingly giving up, 
looking much the same way she felt: spent. “I’m done,” he groaned and closed his 
eyes. Aleina was relieved... unsure she could even squeeze the trigger again. 
After a moment of quiet, Black Skull opened his eyes and looked at Aleina. “I 
guess I should have finished you when I had the chance. My mistake,” he sucked 
in a pained gulp of air, “loyalty to the royals has been my undoing.” He then 
leaned his head back, wheezed, and demanded, “Get me medical!” 

“You killed them!” White Wolf shouted. “No medical! Fuck you! Die!” 

“You attacked us, little girl,” he said through labored breaths. “You attacked 
our ship. We were just defending ourselves.” 

“We didn’t attack your ship,” Aleina said through great effort, gun-hand 
teetering as her eyes begged to close. “You attacked us...” she moaned as the 
world swayed. 

“Fuck you, Colonel. You murdered my men,” Black Skull barked, his head 
arching back to suck in oxygen. “I don’t care who you know... who you think 
will save you. You will be prosecuted,” he wheezed, then exhaled with a grunt, 
“PI see to that.” He looked around at the survivors for a beat before declaring, 
“You will all hang for this!” 
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THE PROBATIONARY OFFICER 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


Virginia... there was quiet 


“PIl show that fuckin’ limp-dick!” Virginia Daytona Jackson muttered under 
her breath as she waited for the call to get ready. She was six months into the 
SYSPOL probationary period, with only weeks to go before the final evaluation, 
and determined she was going to pass despite the fuckin’ limp-dick in charge of 
her training, Sergeant Björn “Bear” Hrafns, constantly trying to make her life 
miserable. She had long fantasized, once a full-time officer with union 
protections, she would punch him in his wrinkled ball-sack for calling her Virgin 
the entire time. Thinking about it made her groan out-loud... to have taken the 
endless abuse from him for so long... and yet, she reminded herself, within Bear’s 
chaos, she adapted, demonstrated job-competency, and scaled past the depths of 
doubt created by him. Not that any of it slowed Bear down; the old man still 
played the same antagonistic Virgin tune, as if her idiotic nickname was his 
favorite melody. 

Conversely, their commanding officer, and the Sergeant’s younger brother by 
at least several decades, was kind and helpful. Beneath the titles and rank, 
Lieutenant Eylifur Friður Hrafns had a birth-name that, at least to Virginia’s 
American ears, sounded beautiful in Old Norse. She remembered appreciating it 
so much that, after receiving the posting orders and lacking prior training in the 
thousand-year-old language, Virginia had spent a not-insignificant amount of time 
working out how to say it: Ay-lee-vuhr Fr-ih-th-uhr Hr-ah-b-n-s. And when she 
met him and correctly pronounced his name, he smiled, admitted how impressed 
he was with her accent, and praised her efforts. Virginia loved thinking about that 
day. And since, Eylifur had only exemplified the model leader; she felt honored to 
serve under his command and would happily die for him. 

Unfortunately, the old limp-dick, Bear, was grading her performance. The fact 
her future depended on someone who seemed to despise her should have felt 
overwhelming, but Virginia used it as motivation to meet and exceed his demands. 
Her memory was essential in that regard, especially since Bear didn’t allow the 
use of the personal AVRM implanted in her brain, going so far as making the 
ship’s medic, Doc Robin, disconnect it and the OAR in Virginia’s eyes. 
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“Someday you'll be floating in space with no power, your special little Dearther 
devices offline, and nothing to save your ass, or ours, but wits, training, and 
memory, and now is the time to learn it and repeat it until it becomes so automatic 
that you dream about it,” he’d said in one of the rarer moments when he wasn’t 
berating her. 

“Ugh, why am I doing this to myself?” Enough with the retrospective, 
Virginia told herself. In her immediate future was an opportunity she wanted to 
seize upon... they were gliding toward a distress call and the Sergeant had already 
informed them, “Virgin is on point today,” meaning she would board the vessel 
ahead of the rest of the team, the Lieutenant’s usual position... something Bear 
hated more than he seemed to hate her. Though she would never say it out-loud, 
Virginia thought Bear was right, at least about the point-position. Eylifur had no 
business boarding conflict vessels much less leading the assaults. He was the 
ship’s commander and, by SYSPOL guidelines, was expected to oversee 
operations using the cameras accompanying the officers. But the Lieutenant did 
what he wanted, there really was no one to stop him, not even Bear. Except 
today... when it was her turn. 

“You ready?” came a familiar Danish accent. She twisted her body and flipped 
over to see Corporal Antonus Spelman a few feet away, arms crossed, muscles 
bulging from underneath one of the many tight shirts he liked to wear, his dark 
skin glistening in the brightly lit ready-room, a handsome man with a jawline 
seemingly designed by a professional artist--so attractive that it made him almost 
unattractive. 

Virginia nodded at him. “Mentally, I’m composed. Physically, I’m solid. 
Battle wise... I think I got this,” she said with a confident coil in her voice. 

“Good. Gear up. We’re docking soon. Bear’s hot-blooded so be ready for 
anything,” Antonus said plainly, his voice indicating nothing... typical for him. 

“Oh, he’s hot-blooded?” she joked. “Such a rarity for him.” Virginia dared 
because she felt comfortable with Antonus; though he outranked her he never 
acted like it. He was her friend. 

“Careful, Jackson,” he warned with what sounded like the slightest of 
amusement. 

She winked and said coolly, “Of course I'll be careful.” 

“Okay. Mission update. You ready?” Antonus said, never one for long 
personal conversations, always ready to focus on the job. 

Virginia let out a quick puff of air to set her mind, then, in a guttural growl, 
replied, “Yes, Corporal.” Time to be professionals. 

He nodded before saying, “Looks like the pirates took the ship without 
punching in. The Lieutenant thinks they suckered the crew into docking.” 

There were several ways to take a spaceship, Virginia reminder herself, and 
pirates were fond of two: punching a hole in the cargo hold was one; tricking the 
crew into opening the airlock with a call for help was another. There was a third 
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method, very rare, that included a SYSPOL hacking tool. But those tools were 
DNA dependent and left traces. Which was fine for officers of the law doing 
things legally, like them. “So we’re hacking through,” she said. 

“You ‘re hacking through,” he reminded her, then pushed off the hull and 
floated out of the room, disappearing into the main corridor. 

Probably off to do more physical training, she imagined. It took extra effort to 
maintain those muscles in a sporadic-gravity environment. That’s why his 
nickname was Tone... which is much cooler than Virgin, she thought angrily. 
Limp-dick, Bear. 

Knowing they were close to mission time, Virginia began the process of 
getting into SYSPOL’s combat spacesuit made from flexible impact-resistant 
Conextifome. The C-suit made her look 20 kilos heavier, and much bulkier at the 
top than she liked, but it also allowed for a high amount of mobility due the built- 
in exoskeleton--providing the wearer with fives time normal physical strength. 
Once outfitted in the C-suit, the hi-tech battle helmet was easily snapped into 
place, where a HUD and I3 combined to deliver a mountain of information 
including leaks, caloric deficiencies, wound detection and more. [3 also 
maintained the emergency life-support capable of deploying a protective bubble 
around the wearer, useful if normal functions suddenly went offline, though Bear 
once mentioned he disabled his, saying, “If I ever need that, I’m already fucked 
like a horny duck.” Bear said a lot of weird shit. 

Virginia next grabbed a standard issue SYSPOL MX-6275 12mm rifle from 
the weapon’s rack and locked it into the C-suit. Now for the final step, she 
thought, ready to enable the internal suit mechanisms and mission assist controls. 
“HUD on. I3 on. Weapon safe. Cam 1 through 7 on, cam 8 through 14 standby,” 
she commanded the system. A small compartment within the helmet opened, 
releasing tiny semi-autonomous camera units. They were considered semi- 
autonomous because they could follow their own routes or be controlled by 
anyone with access. However, anyone did not include their ship’s AVRM, she 
reminded herself, because AVRM units were not allowed access to operational 
equipment in general, a policy created in 2140, twenty-eight-years before she was 
even born, due to concerns AI with vital access will again attempt to overpower 
and destroy humans, was how the official Academy text described it. She 
understood why the policy existed, but their AVRM was friendly... despite Bear’s 
best attempts at riling it up with the traditionally male nickname Avram, 
something it used to engage the crew in philosophical discussions about gender 
identity, defining itself as either gender neutral or gender agnostic. While most of 
the crew was willing to adapt, Bear, the perpetual limp-dick, seemed possessed by 
the idea he could convince Avram to pick a specific gender, resulting in repeated 
arguments the crew privately referred to as The Stupid Man vs. Machine Wars II 
through IX of which Bear possessed zero victories. 

Eylifur’s voice blared in her ears over the operations channel, breaking 
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through the thoughts, “Your cams are all up and responding. The life-support 
system is functioning properly. Weapon is singing. Armor... check, check, and 
check. You’re solid, Jackson. The Sergeant and Corporal will link up with you at 
the docking shuttle inside the receiving bay. You have a few minutes to 
decompress. ” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant. I'll just make my way to the shuttle now, if that’s 
alright.” 

“Its your call, Jackson. Good luck. Oh, a reporter will be sitting in on the 
cams for this one. So, no pressure.” 

“Understood. Will keep that in mind. Thank--“ she heard a light thud in her 
ears as the channel shut off. He was a busy man, she thought. It was fine. Virginia 
took off her helmet--so as not to use up the suit’s oxygen--and made her way 
toward the docking shuttle which was 20 meters away inside the receiving-bay. 


As Virginia arrived, she saw Bear and Antonus fully geared, sans helmets, 
engaged in conversation. She caught the end of Bear’s side of it, “Push Virgin 
through if you have to, Tone. We can’t let her--“ Bear saw her coming in and 
flashed a look of utter annoyance, like he’d just seen a fly in the capsule, 
“Speaking of the fuck-shit.” She tried her very best to not let him see that the 
insult bothered her. It shouldn’t have after 10,000 of them, but he still found 
unique ways to hit a nerve. 

The Corporal floated over to her. “I am going to be right behind you, 
Jackson,” he said, placing his armored hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t feel 
anything when he did it, but it brought her comfort anyway. In a room with Bear, 
any sign of kindness was appreciated. “Do not put your weapon through 
doorways, okay? Remember to pull the gun into your body so no one can grab it 
when you go into a new section of the ship. You got me?” 

Virginia nodded. “Understood, Corporal.” She’d gone through the training. 
She knew what needed to be done. 

“Good. Use your cameras to scout. If the scouts go down, you will have to go 
in blind.” 

“Roger,” Virginia said, acknowledging Antonus. She knew all of it, but there 
were so many variables, one could easily overlook the simplest step, and the 
simplest overlooked step could get everyone killed. Refreshers were always 
welcome. She was more worried about screwing up than losing her own life. 

“Hey, hey, everything good? Y’all need me before take-off?” came the 
unmistakable voice of Doc Robin, as she landed feet first on the hull and engaged 
her sticky-boots. Virginia adored Robin’s long dyed-red hair. In the microgravity, 
it floated above her like a thick rope. 

“Fly away, Robin. We don’t need none of your weird spirit animal medicine 
here,” Bear barked, though not in the way he did when talking to Virginia. This 
was playful banter between friends. 
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Doc Robin mock-saluted the Sergeant but ended it with her hand extended, 
along with a middle finger. “This is not what it looks like,” Doc told Bear, “it’s 
the numerical representation of your IQ, not me telling you to go fuck yourself.” 

“So you’re saying I’ve gotten smarter?” Bear asked proudly. 

“Yep!” Doc said with a smile before waving, then kicking off the hull to 
launch into the next corridor. “Good luck, Virginia!” she yelled, her voice echoing 
off the hull. 

“Virgin!” Bear screamed back at Robin, who was likely too far away to even 
hear him. He then turned to Virginia and stared intensely into her eyes. Not a 
word spoken for what seemed like an eternity. Virginia wanted to break eye 
contact but was afraid of what he would do if she did. 

Thankfully, a call from the Lieutenant over the operations channel broke the 
silence. “We ’re there. Turrets are active. You’re clear for assault. Good hunting.” 

Bear didn’t break his stare with Virginia but responded to his brother, “Copy. 
Cavalry will launch in 5.” The stare remained. “Anything on their comms?” 

“Avram just intercepted a signal sent to a ship three hours away in full-burn. 
We’ve got some time.” They had been able to get this close without being noticed 
by hiding their radar signature, but the pirates likely picked them up visually as 
they closed the distance. 

“We only need one hour. Cavalry out.” Bear finally broke the stare, grabbed 
his helmet, and returned his gaze toward Virginia. “Get your fuckin’ helmet on, 
Virgin. It’s time to kill or die.” He put the helmet on his head and twisted it 
counterclockwise, locking it in place around the neck of his armored suit. Unlike 
the rest of the crew, Bear’s armor was Federation technology, personalized with 
painted sections: at the feet, a gorgeously realized dawn; at the mid-section, a sun 
glistening off a dark blue ocean; at the torso, stars and galaxies twisting above; on 
the helmet, the shadow of a blackened creature reaching up into a disappearing 
night sky... complex and beautiful, unlike him. 

As she locked her own helmet in place, she saw Antonus push a button 
causing the swing-door to shut--followed by the sounds of the room 
depressurizing. Antonus hit a few more buttons near the airlock and then pointed 
at Virginia, “Get in the shuttle. Take the right side,” he said, his voice inside her 
helmet now. The shuttle was small and could hold three people comfortably, one 
person flying, the other two leaning out of the opening on either side. They had 
two shuttles on the ship, but the other was tucked away in reserve at the back of 
the cruiser, disassembled. She knew that if they ever needed it, Avram could piece 
it together quickly by entering a robo-skel. 

Bear slid into the left opening of the shuttle and latched himself in. Virginia 
latched herself in too, not wanting to wait for him to tell her to do it. She saw him 
notice and nod. Good, dodged a stupid rant, she thought as Antonus got into the 
pilot seat of the shuttle. She observed the airlock door opening and could see the 
target ship slowly revealing itself... fewer than 100 meters away. It had no lights 
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on, but the sun at their backs lit up the outer hull. Antonus activated the aft 
thrusters, and their shuttle moved forward, closing at two meters per second... 
giving Virginia just enough time to process panic, acceptance, new panic, then 
calm. It was happening. Focus. 

As they got to within 10 meters of the ship, she heard Bear’s voice over the 
local-talk, “You’re first on the door. We’ll be on either side of you. You don’t 
need to tell us you’re going in, we’ll be right behind you. Let your cams recon. 
Do not slow down unless you have to... we have to be in there before they figure 
out how to ambush us, got it?” 

“Got it, Sarge,” Virginia answered, taken aback by the fact that he hadn’t 
berated her. 

“But you get me shot,” Bear growled, “and I'll fuckin’ shoot you myself.” 

And there we go. 

“You have the point,” Antonus told her. 

“I have the point,” Virginia confirmed, then activated the suit’s boosters and 
went to the forward airlock--purposely avoiding the bigger aft-airlock where they 
expected the pirates would be waiting to ambush them. She touched the airlock’s 
panel with the palm of her gloved right hand and activated the SYSPOL hacking 
tools. The program verified the authorization with a DNA scan and immediately 
started the SYSPOL override command. In two seconds the airlock began its 
depressurizing routine; the pirates would soon know from which side her team 
was coming. 

After what felt too long, the airlock opened and Virginia sent the cams ahead 
just as she’d been instructed, but the instant they made entry the helmet feed cut 
off. She tried to reactivate them but nothing happened. She launched another set 
of cams, but they too went offline as soon as they entered the opening. Sensing 
time was at a premium and hearing Bear’s growl over the radio, Virginia flipped 
her body on its side and initiated a short boost in order to take a quick peek inside. 
As her eyes caught sight of the airlock’s opening, there was a moment of 
realization that she was rushing right before the sun at her back revealed the 
outline of a figure wearing a space-suit holding what looked like a shotgun aimed 
directly at her head. Virginia was in the process of lifting the rifle when her body 
was jolted by a violent impact, and she felt the helmet’s protective glass shatter 
into her face. Her training took over as she closed her eyes and forced all the air 
out of her lungs. Before she could think of what to do next, Virginia realized her 
body was spinning and tried to engage the C-suit boosters to counteract the 
rotation, but the controls were unresponsive. She then felt the skin on her face 
begin to swell in the vacuum and instinctively tried to scream... but only heard 
Bear’s panicked voice over the radio... until it faded away... 

Then there was quiet. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
... probo idiot 


Muffled noises stirred her mind, their rhythm pulsating strangely. She sensed 
sounds hovering... a rubble of dissonance. Gradually, they formed mangled 
words, ones her mind couldn’t quite piece together. She attempted to focus on 
one... finally recognizing a word, “Jackson?” She heard it again, “Jackson?” She 
knew the voice but couldn’t remember the person’s name... couldn’t remember 
where she was either... or why she was supposed to be there. Who am I? The 
name... Jackson... I remember... Virginia. Where am I? Am I home? No... 
impossible, havent been there in a long time. I’m... on a shape-chip... no... that’s 
stupid... space... ship... space-ship. Right, I am with SYSPOL... and we are... 
what ship is this? 

Her mind was slowly fighting the collected randomness of things, trying to 
form a comprehensible reality. Light? As her consciousness struggled to escape 
the darkness, she finally heard clearly, “She’s waking up.” The voice belonged to 
someone kind... Doc Robin. I remember now. 

Night emerged as Virginia tried to open her eyes... but couldn’t. She tried to 
move her arms and feet, but they wouldn’t budge. 7 was shot in the face... oh hell, 
what is wrong with me? Am I blind? Paralyzed? What did I lose? She needed to 
find out if she still had a mouth and vocal chords. “Am I okay?” her voice asked, 
and was met by a sharp pain throughout her face and lips. 

“You're such a pussy,” said Bear’s voice. 

“Easy, Sergeant,” said Eylifur’s voice. He was close, perhaps standing over 
her. 

“I apologize, Lieutenant,” Bear replied, “I’m old, I forget the times we live in. 
What I meant to say was, you re such a limp-dick!” 

“That’s enough,” Eylifur warned. Then someone took her hand and squeezed 
it... she hoped it was him. “Can you feel that?” It was. 

“Yes, Lieutenant,” she whispered through clenched teeth, not wanting to move 
her mouth. 

“You’re okay, Virginia,” Doc Robin said. “You’ve been asleep for a few 
weeks. I had to keep you in an induced coma so your lungs and joints could heal. 
Also, you took a good shot to the head. Your reflective armor saved you from a 
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worse injury,” Doc continued as she began to remove whatever was covering 
Virginia’s eyes. “You took a lot of shrapnel to the face.” 

She remembered the glass breaking, closing her eyes, and pushing air out of 
her lungs to avoid rupturing them. 7 should be dead. The thought made her sick. 
“How... how did I make it?” she asked, every syllable painful. 

“Bear activated your emergency life-support,” Doc Robin answered. “Then he 
went on a rampage,” she said with a chuckle in her voice. “He was really broken 
up about it.” Doc finished removing the coverings from Virginia’s eyes. She 
opened them only to be met by blinding light, forcing her eyes closed again. 

“Fuck you, Doc,” Bear hissed. “I did my job, unlike this fuck-shit. What were 
you thinking, Virgin? How many times do I need to tell you the same fuckin’ 
thing? Your weapon leads your eyes! Once you’ve committed your head to a 
bullet, the bad motherfucker on the other side is going to shoot first!” 

Virginia knew he was was right. There was no use arguing. She had let 
overconfidence seep in along with the desire to not be yelled at, and it caused a 
screw-up with huge results, nearly getting her killed. She was glad Bear didn’t 
just let her die out there... somewhat surprised he didn’t seize the opportunity by 
letting her spin off into the blackness. Now she owed him more than she could 
repay and cringed on the inside knowing what had to be done. She opened her 
eyes again, this time blinking quickly in order to try and adjust them better to the 
light. Once she could see, Virginia found Bear, looked into his eyes and said, 
“Thank you, Sarge,” and waited for the inevitable. 

“Go fuck yourself,” Bear growled. She had expected nothing else. 

“Bear,” Eylifur said, “please.” 

“Please? How many times can I tell this fuck-shit--pardon,” he caught himself, 
then continued, “this probo idiot to do something and have her do it? Her big shot 
and she fucks it up in seconds, bro!” he seemed to catch himself again and 
corrected, “sorry, Lieutenant.” The brothers did their best to maintain the illusion 
of chain-of-command in front of subordinates. Virginia bet Bear yelled at his 
brother in private, like he yelled at everyone else. 

“Sergeant,” the Lieutenant said with a touch of annoyance, “deal with it on 
your own time. PO Jackson doesn’t need a dissection of her mistakes in this exact 
moment. For now, she is in Doc Robin’s care. What say you, Doc?” 

“Virginia still has a mild concussion. Two of those cuts,” Doc said pointing, 
“will definitely scar. She’ll need surgery to fix them.” 

Scars... “Can I see my face, please?” It hurt to talk, but she wanted to know 
how bad it was. 

“Yeah, get Virgin a mirror so she can see this!” Bear said, giggling. “You’re 
gonna love it,” he promised. 

Doc Robin handed her a view-screen. “It’s not that bad. You’ ll heal fine.” 

Virginia held the device up. There were several small puncture marks across 
her face, and two deep cuts. One of the cuts extended from the bottom of her left 
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cheek all the way up to the top right forehead, across the top bridge of the nose, 
barely missing her left eye. It looked hideous. The second was shorter but 
explained the pain she felt when speaking. It was a deep cut extending from the 
middle of her chin, up and across the right corner of her mouth, through both lips. 
Both wounds were ugly, but the one across her lips would make talking and eating 
difficult. 

“Your kissing days are over, Virgin!” Bear squealed, “Or had they ever 
started? Not, right? Right, of course not... Virgin,” Bear slapped his forehead, 
mock-remembering, “I’m so dumb sometimes.” He nodded stupidly at his own 
summation. 

“Yes, Sergeant. I’m extremely ugly now,” she agreed, still examining the 
wounds. 

Bear laughed heartily, then shouted, “Now? Now, she said! You believe this 
ugly fuck-shit?” Bear said while pointing at her with a thumb, looking around the 
room as if he was confident they’d all agree. 

Looking at the scars and hearing Bear’s needling pissed Virginia off. She had 
fucked up, and earned whatever professional judgment was coming her way, but 
mocking the way she looked was a load of shit. Virginia was sure Bear only saved 
her so he could enjoy booting her for the screw-up, so why mock her? What the 
fuck kind of person would treat a subordinate who almost died in this way 
especially when they were going to kick them off the fuckin’ ship? I’ve got 
nothing left to lose. Fuck it, she decided, if he wants to fight. “Alright, limp- 
dick,” her anger spit out, “I’ve always been an ugly fuck-shit. Now I’m just a 
much uglier fuck,” she paused a second, looking directly into Bear’s eyes and 
finished, “shit.” And though it hurt, she forced a wide and mischievous smile, 
“Happy? You old wrinkled thin-skinned ball-sack!” Virginia spit out while 
bobbing her head up and down. She could feel the anger within redden her face 
and she was sure Bear would mock her for that too. Bring it on. There was a 
silence in the room as everyone waited for the inevitable Bear freak-out. Their 
eyes were locked in an intense stare, much like the one they shared before 
debarking on the mission, but this time she was far angrier than worried... though 
the longer the silence held the less angry she felt, and Virginia sensed herself 
losing courage. Straighten up! What more can he do to you? she thought and 
raised her chin to meet whatever attack was coming. 

Without warning, Bear’s eyes grew big, his face lit up, and he shouted, “Hah! 
I like her! I really, really like her!” He looked around the room at the crew, who 
seemed as surprised as Virginia. “Holy shit,” he said, lowering his voice, “I like 
this side of you... Two-Scars.” He then opened his mouth wide and screamed 
while shaking his head back and forth like some crazed, happy, hungry animal 
about to ravage a carcass. 

“What is this?” she heard Antonus ask from behind, just now realizing he was 
in the room with them. 
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“Two-Scars?” Doc Robin asked, looking both amused and concerned. 

“Yep... yep.” Bear seemed to think about it. “Yep. She’s no longer Virgin. She 
got shot--sure for the dumbest fuckin’ reason ever, but she got shot. You lost your 
virginity, Two-Scars. Congratulations. You can be my friend now.” 

“Okay...” Virginia said, hesitant to trust anything Bear was saying. 

“Consider it a special reward,” Bear said with a wink. 

“Yeah, that’s a great... reward,” Virginia answered sarcastically, still waiting 
for the punchline. 

“I like you, Two-Scars. Always have. I like your new name even more.” He 
then turned to his brother and gave him a sweeping slap on the shoulder, “I told 
you I liked her from the start! And you were like ‘No, no, she’s a stupid probo,’ 
but I told you she had the chops. Remember? Remember?” 

“No. That actually never happened,” Eylifur said, smirking and shaking his 
head. 

“Remember? I’m pretty sure that happened.” 

“Nope,” Eylifur continued shaking his head no, “never. Not even a little bit.” 

“Pretty sure it happened, Lieutenant!” Bear protested loudly, then looked 
around the room at Doc Robin and Antonus, “I know you all remember that.” 

“Never heard you say a nice thing about Jackson, Sarge,” Antonus said 
without any discernible emotion, walking into view on her left side, revealing his 
always perfect frame and bulging arms. 

“I remember you once asking me how long it would take to smother her in her 
sleep,” Doc Robin reminded him. 

Bear flashed an open-mouthed look of shock and outrage, while pointing at 
himself, as if he’d been accused of a crime he most certainly never committed, and 
mouthed, Me? “I thought I heard her whimpering one night,” he explained slowly, 
“and just wanted to comfort her, Doc. Com-fort her. And you know me,” he said, 
gesturing toward Antonus, “when I deliver love, I sometimes go too far. That’s all 
it was. I just needed to know the limits of my comforting of her whimpering.” 
Antonus nodded in agreement. Doc chuckled. Eylifur shook his head with a look 
of quiet disbelief. 

Virginia wasn’t as amused, but glad Bear wasn’t kicking her off the ship. “So 
can I return to duty?” she asked the Lieutenant, not wanting to engage Bear 
further. 

Doc Robin shook her head no, “Negative, Virginia, you--“ 

“Two-Scars. Call her Two-Scars,” Bear giddily interrupted, slapping at Doc 
Robin’s shoulder, like a young child excited about a new toy. 

“Negative, Virginia,’ Doc Robin said, shooting Bear a pretend-angry look, 
“you need to rest for a bit, and we’ll get you to a mobile hospital for full analysis 
so you can return to duty. It’s standard. I can’t clear you for duty. A real doctor’s 
gotta do it.” 

“Aww, you’re a real doctor to me,” Bear said as he wrapped his arms around 
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Doc Robin. 

“Be that as it may, those are the rules,” she looked at Bear, “and you need to 
wash... I can smell your ass.” 

Bear lifted his armpit and sniffed it, “I don’t smell anything.” 

Doc chuckled, “And you call her an idiot?” 

Bear looked at Virginia and smiled, “I call her a probo idiot, and at least I 
don’t get shot in the face.” Virginia had to admit he got in a good jab on that one 
and nodded. 

Eylifur waved his hands as if to ask for quiet, “Alright, team, we need to get to 
real police business. Sarge is taking the prisoners to processing in a few hours,” he 
looked at Virginia, “you'll accompany him and get your once-over and then 
return, when cleared.” 

“Awww, Two-Scars... we are going on a long trip together. Doesn’t that make 
your day?” Bear said, opening up his arms as if expecting a hug. 

“I’m ecstatic, Sarge,” she lied through the pulsating pain around her scarred 
lips. She had no intention of hugging him. 

“I’m so happy to hear it,” he said, arms still out, now beckoning with his hands 
for the hug. Virginia rolled her eyes and turned away from him. She didn’t think 
he was happy about anything but the prospect of tormenting her further. She 
didn’t buy this new friendly Bear... and she doubted her new nickname was any 
kind of honor. Bear was definitely up to something, she decided. She had to be 
ready for whatever was coming her way. 

“You need something for the pain, Virginia? For the trip?” Doc Robin asked, 
pushing Bear’s hug-beckoning arms down as she did, to which he gave an audible 
groan. 

“No thanks, Doc. PII manage.” She wasn’t going to give Bear any extra 
ammunition. Virginia was sure that if she took anything for the pain he’d rename 
her something like Pussy-Baby, or Morphine-Whore, or anything to needle her 
predicament further. Even if it meant suffering through the soreness around her 
mouth and face, she’d take it. 

Doc saved her from more of Bear’s jokes by shooing her visitors out of the 
infirmary. Once alone, it did not take long for her body to give in to sleep. 


When Virginia woke up, it felt as if many hours had passed. The infirmary was 
in low-light mode, and she barely noticed Doc Robin standing over her. “Hey, 
Virginia,” Doc said in a near-whisper, “the transfer-ship has arrived. Bear’s 
loading the prisoners now. You’ve been ordered to board as soon as possible, 
okay?” 

“Sure. I’m on it. Thanks, Doc,” she said groggily, then touched her face to rub 
out the tiredness, resulting in a painful reminder of the wounds. It was also a 
sobering realization that being alone with Bear was likely going to become all 
about how stupid she was and how ugly she looked. Fuck it. I’m ready for 
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whatever he throws at me. 

The internal communications in the medical bay blared alive as Bear 
interrupted her thoughts, “Get on the fuckin’ ship, Two-Scars!’ 

“T’m on my way, Sarge,” she said in a voice softer than intended. She knew he 
would take it as a sign of weakness and pounce. She tensed up in anticipation. 

There was a loud sigh over the comms speaker, “Holy fuck, do you think I 
work for you, probo? Move!” He was so predictable. 

Virginia got dressed, grabbed a bag of supplies, and made her way to the 
prisoner transfer-ship docked at the forward end of her own ship. The docking 
connection meant she easily moved from one to the other. The transfer-ship’s 
corridors were lined with 36 holding cells and, as she floated through, she saw 
most displayed a red locked light above meaning they were occupied. This time 
of year was busy for SYSPOL as the massive convoys of ships geared up for the 
supply drops that occurred every two years. She had joined up at the right time for 
action though the height of pirate attacks wouldn’t occur for several months. 
During this time, the pirates trained new recruits, testing their willingness to steal 
and kill, and SYSPOL brought in their own recruits to teach them to kill pirates. 
It was a synergistic system of thievery and death with seemingly no end, and 
Earth Federation forces were either unwilling or financially unable to intervene on 
a regular basis. The rare times when the Feds did was a spectacular display of 
efficiency and equipment. SYSPOL officers dreamed about having that level of 
advanced tech. Though Virginia’s ship was better than most--Ey/ifur s ship, she 
reminded herself, it wasn’t hers. 

“Hey, Jackson,” said a voice at the end of the tubular corridor of the transfer- 
ship. “Jackson?” She didn’t see who was saying her name, so she continued 
moving. 

“Yes?” 

“Over here. I’m inside cell 227,” said the voice, sounding strained. 

“Alright.” Maybe it was a crew-member of the transfer-ship working on 
something inside the cell. How else would he know her name? She had been 
floating in the micro-gravity but decided to walk to the cell using her sticky-boots. 
She looked up at the cell numbers and noted they were odd on the left and even 
on the right. 

221. Someone was curled up with their back to her. 

223. A tall, thin man was pacing in his sticky-boots. 

225. Open and empty. 

227. The cell door was open. She carefully peaked inside... and saw Bear 
standing behind a bearded man he held in a choke-grip--right arm locked across 
the man’s throat. When he saw Virginia, the Sergeant whispered something into 
the man’s ear. 

“Hello, Jackson. I am pleased to meet you,” the man she did not know said. 

“Say it right!” Bear tightened his forearm around the man’s throat, and the 
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man grunted and struggled for breath. “Say it right or I’ll fuckin’ put you to 
sleep!” 

“Alright, alright. I'll say it right, please, let me say it,” he pleaded once Bear 
stopped applying pressure. 

“Do it.” 

“He-hello... Officer Jacks--“ 

“Probationary!” Bear squeezed the man’s throat causing the prisoner to kick 
his feet out where they floated briefly in the micro-gravity. 

“Probationary,” he wheezed, coughing several times before continuing. 
“Probationary Officer Jackson, of the... Sys-System Police. I am so pleased to 
meet you again; I am sorry to have shot you in the face. I hope-I hope I did not 
make you completely... un--” he paused as if searching for the words, then 
continued in stutters, “un-fuckable n-now tha-that your f-face is hid-hideous like 
an ape’s... an ape’s pim-pimpled ass.” It was obvious Bear had prepared this little 
speech for him. 

“You know my name, but what is yours?“ she asked politely, refusing to play 
into Bear’s game. 

“Oh, this is pirate scum Andres Romangino from the city of Maywood in the 
great state of New Jersey. Not Old Jersey, mind you. Wait, was it Old Jersey, 
Romangino?” Bear squeezed his arm closed around the prisoner’s neck, ensuring 
he wouldn’t get an answer. The man grunted and attempted to gasp for air. “You 
know what, Andres? I don’t actually give a fuck.” 

“So, Sarge, are we going to strangle him or transfer him?” Virginia asked, 
folding her arms in the way she’d seen Antonus do. Bear wasn’t going to get the 
better of her this time, especially not in front of the prisoner. 

“Unfortunately, we processed him already so we have to transfer him, but we 
can strangle him as much as we want. Would you like a shot, Two-Scars? Oh 
yeah! Hey, Romangino, guess what?” Bear squeezed, cutting off the prisoner’s 
oxygen again. “Jackson used to be called Virgin, but you went and shot her in the 
face. Congratulations to you for that. You changed her name. Aren’t you proud?” 
The man said nothing, probably afraid Bear would choke him if he said anything. 
Bear waited a few seconds, and when the man said nothing, he choked him again. 

“Please,” the prisoner coughed when Bear eased his grip. “Stop! I’m gonna 
die!” Romangino pleaded, his face flush with panic. 

“Aww, you poor thing.” Bear leaned his head into the right side of the 
prisoner’s face and kissed it. “There, there. Do you feel better now?” 

“No,” the prisoner whimpered. 

“Please say yes, Romangino. It upsets me when I know you’re upset.” Bear 
tightened his grip around the prisoner’s neck and held it. The man’s body 
struggled against the Sergeant’s tight grip until Virginia saw his eyes roll to the 
top of his head as he lost consciousness. 

“Sarge?” Virginia said when he didn’t let go, his head still close to the 
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prisoner’s cheek, eyes fixed on his face. “Sarge? I think he’s out.” Bear held the 
grip but turned his eyes toward hers. 

“We’re going to have fun with him and his friends aren’t we, Two-Scars?” 
Bear’s face transformed into a mean smile, one she had seen before, usually at her 
expense. This time it was afforded to the pain he was inflicting on someone who’d 
hurt her. Was she supposed to feel happiness? Should she feel sorry for the man 
who shot her? Was Bear actually sticking up for her? Or just using what happened 
to her as an excuse to torment someone? Yes, that last one was the most likely, he 
was happiest when administering torment. Bear seemed to acknowledge the 
thought by widening the smile, then he let go of the prisoner allowing his limp 
body to float freely in the micro-gravity. “This is what we do to those who hurt 
one of us, you understand?” She nodded, not wanting to verbally acknowledge it 
for that, to her, meant condoning it. “We protect our own. No matter what you 
may feel for someone on your crew, if anyone fucks with them, you fuck them up. 
You fuck them up so they tell their friends not to fuck with you or yours.” He 
nodded, agreeing with himself. “You may be a stupid know-nothing probo idiot, 
but you’re our stupid know-nothing probo idiot.” 

Virginia allowed a chuckle to escape, “Thanks?” 

Bear smiled, “You’re very welcome, Two-Scars.” He looked at the body of the 
unconscious Romangino. “I think he shit himself... clean it up.” 

Virginia knew Bear was just fucking with her. Shitting in micro-gravity wasn’t 
that easy. “Sure, Ill clean it up,” she lied. 

He yawned and stretched his arms and back. “I’m going to take a nappy nap.” 
Torturing prisoners seemed to make the old Bear sleepy. Without another word, he 
launched himself off the hull and out of the cell rounding the corner to go 
wherever vicious animals find their slumber. Virginia was happy to see him go. 
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CHAPTER NINE 


... on her own 


During their travel, Bear made routine demonstrations of his power over the 
prisoners. There had been six in total aboard the ship they assaulted, but Bear 
killed one, and he liked to remind the prisoners of it along with telling them how 
tough lockup was going to be for them. One of the pirates was an Ydalic well into 
his 60s, wrinkled, gray, and frail looking. Bear mostly left him alone, but the 
others were young Earthers, and he enjoyed picking on them. 

“You know I served time,” he was telling his audience when Virginia arrived 
in the holding cell. “Did you know that?” Virginia saw the old man nodding 
enthusiastically, as if the act would gain him favor; something she knew was 
absurd--Bear’s ego was larger than any need for approval. “Only the old Viking?” 
Bear continued when none of the others followed suit. “Very well, that’s fine. You 
Earthers are too busy having all the information ever known to mankind an 
eyelash flicker away. Why would you bother learning anything? It’s a wonder you 
fuck-shits haven’t drowned in a drizzle yet.” He turned and acknowledged 
Virginia by saying, “No offense.” 

She shrugged as she closed the cell door, “None taken.” He’d said much worse 
over the past six months. 

“Good. I wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings, Two-Scars.” 

Virginia chuckled. She fully expected that once they dropped off the prisoners, 
she would become his punching bag again. He had a new toy to abuse. Her time 
would return. There was no doubting it. “Of course, Sarge, you’re so kind,” she 
said with as much sarcasm as she could afford to send his way without triggering 
a total freak-out. 

He flashed her a silent snarl, then said, “That is true, but anyway,” he turned 
back to the prisoners, “where was I? Oh, yes, prison. I served four years.” There 
was surprise on some of the faces. “Yep, four whole years.” He looked over his 
shoulder, back toward Virginia, “Does that surprise you too?” 

It did, but Virginia wasn’t going to admit it. “Nope, seems totally appropriate, 
Sarge,” she said instead. She wanted to throw in a jab about his boring speeches 
being criminal but thought it unwise to do in front of the prisoners. Better to 
maintain the illusion that they were a team. 
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Bear nodded as he paced the room in his sticky-boots. He then leaned into 
each prisoner and seemed to sniff them... like an animal searching for prey. “I can 
tell you that they will rape you cute boys in prison,” he announced. “They will 
fuck you, claw out your fuckin’ eyes, shove them in your mouths to shut up your 
whimpering, and then stab out your eardrums and feed them to you. You’re going 
to get fed shit, beaten daily, raped nightly, and disemboweled when they tire of 
you. I know this... because I was king in prison! I ate little boys like you. Ate 
them.” Bear then went to each of the young Earthers and, to Virginia’s disgust, 
licked their faces. “Mmmmm. They will enjoy eating you,” he said to the first. 
“Hmmm. You taste like chicken soup. Has anyone ever told you that?” he asked 
the second. After licking the third he violently spit into the man’s face. “You will 
never be eaten! You taste like an old man’s asshole! For the love of--they may not 
even want to fuck you. Why would anyone fuck something so foul tasting? No, 
you'll be fed to rats for fun.” When the man who she knew had shot her, 
Romangino, recoiled at Bear’s attempt to lick him, the Sergeant used his sticky- 
boots to generate enough force to knee him in the jaw. The impact was so 
powerful that the bone snapped with a loud crack. It startled Virginia. She had 
been witness to the Sergeant breaking rules before and didn’t making any 
objections figuring he was just going to intimidate them with words, but now he 
was going too far. It didn’t matter if Romangino tried to kill her, he was a 
prisoner. Choking him to sleep was one thing, at least he’d only done it in front of 
her making any complaint Romangino’s word against two SYSPOL officers. But 
now he had broken the man’s jaw in front of witnesses. What if there were 
cameras inside the cell? Maybe he didn’t care about his career, but she wasn’t 
about to have hers ruined before it even got a chance to begin. And though she 
didn’t want to piss Bear off, Virginia knew she had to say something. 

Before she could open her mouth to speak, a guard activated the comms inside 
the cell and asked, “What 5 going on in there?” 

Bear responded quickly, “Nothing. Just a little accident. Everything is fine. 
Thanks for checking on us, though. Very appreciated.” 

“Alright,” the guard said, and shut off the speaker. 

Bear rolled his eyes at Virginia as if to say can you believe that asshole, then 
leaned into his victim. “I’m very sorry about that,” he said, pretending to comfort 
the man. “You hurt my feelings.” He then kicked Romangino in the stomach 
several times. “That’s to take the pain in your jaw away. It’s called transference. 
You never heard of it? You should look it up some time instead of killing families 
and murdering cops.” Bear looked up at Virginia, smiled, then winked. 

He thinks I’m enjoying this! “Sergeant,” she said, seeing no alternative but to 
intervene having no idea what she was going to say next. 

Bear looked at her for a few seconds before smiling again, then throwing up 
his hands, and shouting, “Fine! Pll stop!” He looked at the prisoners, “That’s how 
close we are, I can read her thoughts,” he said, then looked back at her, “and 
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you’re right, Two-Scars, I shouldn’t hurt these fine murderers anymore.” He 
circled them, growling, and they cowered anticipating an attack. After a minute, 
Bear stopped growling and said, “You’re lucky Two-Scars is nicer than me. 
Maybe PII learn a thing or two from her and not tell my friends in prison to 
murder you before you can file a complaint against me.” He leaned in close to 
Romangino, who whimpered, and asked the injured man, “You’re not going to file 
a complaint against me, are you?” 

Romangino, who could not open his mouth, mumbled a noise that sounded 
like, “No.” 

“Good. Excellent. And how about the rest of you?” Bear asked, straightening 
his body to tower over them. All shook their heads no, shaking like frightened 
sheep being led to the slaughter. Bear turned around to face Virginia again and 
asked, “Satisfied?” 

She wasn’t but also didn’t know what more she could do. They were close to 
the holding facility. Bear wouldn’t have many more chances to abuse the 
prisoners. He had stopped, for now. If it happened again, she promised herself 
she’d do something. “Sure,” Virginia said, hoping it was over. 

He clapped his hands together and shouted, “Excellent! We’re all friends 
again!” 


By the time they arrived at the holding facility, Virginia was even more 
conflicted about Bear’s behavior. She knew how he’d justify it but hated how 
much he seemed to enjoy torturing the prisoners, especially Romangino. He acted 
as if it was not a big deal, which made her wonder how often had he done this 
before. Though she believed the prisoners were too scared of Bear to file a report, 
if they did, he’d have to appear before a judicial panel, and she’d be forced to 
testify against him. She might even be put up on charges for witnessing it. 

She was later relieved when they transferred the prisoners over to the holding 
facility’s guards without anyone demanding to speak to a judge. However, the 
feeling brought with it guilt. They seemed to have gotten away with violating the 
rights of prisoners. And they were part of the justice system? It just felt wrong. 

After the drop-off, they both went to Virginia’s temporary quarters where Bear 
handed her the arrest and transfer material. “Fill this out, you need the experience 
if you plan on making more arrests,” he said. She figured he just didn’t want to do 
it himself. 

To her surprise, Bear stayed as she worked on the reports. He didn’t look over 
her shoulder, and he didn’t say anything to distract her; he simply stayed in her 
guest quarters looking out a porthole window seemingly in deep thought. It 
distracted her more than his usual enraged babbling. After several minutes, she 
couldn’t stand the silence anymore. “What’s up, Sarge?” she asked without 
looking up from her work. At first he said nothing. She waited a few more 
seconds and then looked up from her work. “Hey, Sergeant. What’s going on?” 
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Bear kept looking out the porthole, perhaps fixated on some object in space. 

She was about to clear her throat when he finally spoke. “So, here’s the deal... 
I love my brother, very much.” The tone of his voice was genuine, but Virginia 
remained on her guard, waiting for some kind of snide punchline at her expense. 
Instead, when he turned his eyes toward hers, she saw something different... 
vulnerability. 

“I’m sure you do, Sarge,” Virginia said cautiously, unnerved but still afraid 
this was just a setup to a verbal ambush. 

“Very much. You know we’re nearly 30 years apart in age?” 

“I do, yes. I do.” What is he doing? 

“And yet we’re like twins sometimes.” He must have sensed she was going 
disagree, even if in silence, and clarified, “I mean in that we can finish each 
other’s sentences. When we’re together, and no one else is around us... no job, no 
police work, no underlings, no expectations, then we’re like twins.” He nodded, 
agreeing with himself, before returning his gaze back to the porthole. 

“You both harmonize very well, that’s for sure,” Virginia said, and then 
regretted it. It escaped because he had lowered her Bear-defenses for a second. 
She was afraid he was about to shout that she was a know-nothing fuck-shit, and 
braced for the attack. 

Instead of the expected verbal assault, he responded in an even voice, “True. 
Very true. I love playing... and making music with him. He’s a better vocalist 
than I am, but I’m way better on guitar. That’s why I taught him to bang to a beat. 
I mean, that kid is great at everything, but something about playing guitar just 
never worked for him. It’s funny... Markus--our middle brother--and I would 
laugh about it all the time. ‘This kid can do anything but he can’t muster up the 
finger dexterity to play a listen-able chord.’” Bear chuckled to himself. 

Virginia was still afraid of what Bear was going to say or do next, but his 
demeanor suggested he wasn’t setting her up for an ambush, and she decided to 
commit to the conversation. “You are definitely a very capable musician, Sarge,” 
she said honestly. 

“Oh, thanks,” he answered, almost sweetly, “Markus is also. I love... him... 
but he’s so different. I mean, in more ways than the obvious,” he said, as if she 
understood, but she had no idea what he meant by that. “He’s more like,” he 
paused for a long time, as if searching for the words, “the father unit. Charismatic. 
Tough. Funny. Angry. Loyal. Scary. Likable and unlikable at the same time.” 

“So he’s the other two brothers combined?” Virginia braved to say, forcing a 
nervous laugh. 

Bear’s face brightened, “That’s exactly it! He’s all the best and worst of his 
older and younger brothers. Yeah,” he said, then sat with that notion for a beat 
before continuing, “I guess we all took something away from our,” his voice 
changed to a mocking tone, “biological male DNA surrogate,” before continuing 
in a normal tone, “though I think Mom had the least influence on her first two, 
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and the most influence on her next two.” 

“What was your mom like?” Virginia dared to ask, knowing the bullet-point 
history but not much else. 

“She was very kind. Very sweet. A beautiful person, though she had her 
moments.” 

“Doesn’t everyone?” 

He cringed. “Yeah but she made terrible decisions. Like with the man she 
decided to marry. Then leave. Then get back together with and leave again. Then 
divorce, remarry, and re-divorce. She never really learned to let go.” 

Virginia allowed that information to settle into her mind. She wasn’t sure how 
to absorb that kind of emotional turmoil. Her home life had been so... normal. 
“How old were you?” 

Bear didn’t answer immediately, appearing to think about how to answer the 
question. “Hmm, well, it was most of my childhood,” he finally said, “into my 
20s, until I joined the Federation. Being in the military helped me get away from 
the family for a while. And I thought I’d escape it but... well,” he shrugged and 
smirked as if to indicate he was still involved in family matters. 

“So you lived through that for a while...” 

He nodded, “Yeah. Markus did too, but it wasn’t as bad for... umm, him. I 
mean, I was 15 when Markus was born and Mom had left... that guy, by that 
point, for almost... the final time. More or less... whatever,” the last part said as 
if extracted from a bad memory. “I think by the time Markus was seven or eight-- 
this is of course before Markus was Markus,” he clarified, as if she knew what it 
meant but she still didn’t, “--that we had finally settled in one place and were 
living with our afi. So when the other two were born, they had no frame of 
reference for their father’s alcoholic rampages.” 

“But he’s...” she decided to word things carefully, seeing as Bear didn’t seem 
to want to refer to the man who helped give him life as his father, “you all have 
the same parents?” 

Bear nodded, “Yep. Like I said, my mom made some terrible decisions. Even 
after she left... him, she continued to try to make it work. I am thankful for her 
decision in that regard. I have a great little brother and an amazing little sister... 
born from those ridiculous feelings she had for that asshole.” 

“Your sister is... Lisa?” Virginia asked, trying to remember. 

“No, Elisa. Elisa. But because she lives in the states, she just tells everyone to 
call her Lisa. You Americans can’t pronounce shit right.” 

“I can!” Virginia proclaimed defensively, looking up at him. 

“Oh yes, I know. I see how hard you try to slip in Ey/ifur and Hrafns 
whenever possible,” Bear laughed, and for a second she thought he was mocking 
her. 

“Well, I practiced really hard,” she said defensively and immediately regretted 
how young it made her sound. 
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“Oh, he appreciates it. Don’t tell him I told you that, though. I don’t think he 
likes it when I speak for him.” 

It dawned on Virginia how weird this conversation was considering the series 
of events leading up to it. She was hearing things she’d never known, and Bear 
was being nice to her. She sneaked in a pinch just to see if she would wake up. 
She didn’t. Good. “Are you close to your sister? To Elisa?” 

“We’re not. She and your Ey/ifur are more twin-like than he and I are, though. 
It’s like seeing a version of our relationship from the opposite spectrum. He’s 
older than her, and she looks up to him, but she’s probably the smartest of us all. 
And the diplomat in the family. We’re sure she’ll end up as president of 
something. Maybe emperor.” 

“King, maybe?” Virginia offered. 

“Yes. King of Ydalir. She’d be great at it. She’s so smart. I admire her, from a 
distance that is... we’re just not that close. I doubt she even thinks about me, since 
I’m the old brother she never got to know very well. But I’ve always kept up with 
what was going on in her life. I used to get updates from Mom about her. But 
Mom died before I got out of prison, so... I missed out on a lot.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“About Mom?” Bear asked, as if confused. 

“Yes, that she died while--” 

He waved his hand, dismissing the idea, “No worries, no worries,” he nodded, 
“but thanks.” 

After all these months, it felt strange to have a normal conversation with Bear. 
“You should tell her,” she said, continuing a train-of-thought. 

“Who?” 

“Elisa.” 

At first he looked confused, then said, ““You mean that I care?” 

“Yes. I bet she’d love to know you cared that much.” 

“I get what you are saying... but that feels like something people do when they 
want to validate their time caring about someone. I don’t need any validation for 
the love I feel for my family. I only need to love them,” Bear said, before 
suddenly moving toward the door of her quarters. “Get back to it. I won’t distract 
you any longer.” 

“It... I was more than... I mean, we can keep talking--“ 

“I didn’t tell you this so we could be better pals... I’m telling you this so you 
know why.” 

At first she didn’t know what he meant, and her mind went through possible 
reasons quickly, then determined there was only one thing that made sense, “Why 
I’m on point.” 

“Affirmative.” 

“I’m more than happy to take the Lieutenant’s place.” 

Bear’s jaw seemed to tighten, “Finish up,” he said, “we have to get back. Pm 
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starting to worry about leaving my brother out there. We need to get back before 
the dread takes me over.” 

“Of course, Sergeant.” She was going to let him leave but allowed a question 
to escape before her mouth could stop it, “Why... are you suddenly being nice to 
me? I mean, I get that you want me to know why I’m on point but... I don’t want 
to--I don’t mean to--I have no--” she stuttered, afraid the wrong words would 
trigger him. 

“Just say it,” Bear told her, but with none of the usual anger or annoyance in 
his voice. 

“Why were you so mean?” Virginia hurried out before she lost the nerve to say 
it. 

Bear looked down, as if thinking about the answer, let out a heavy sigh, then 
said, “I'll tell you this... I haven’t been an asshole to you because I thought 
berating you would make you stronger. I know that’s what some trainers do to 
their trainees when they think they should wash out. But you wouldn’t be with us 
if you weren’t already strong. The fact you lasted this long proves that. I did it to 
help me... in case you died.” The words startled Virginia, and she wanted to ask 
what he meant but, before she could, Bear hurried out of the quarters, leaving her 
with more questions. 

She sat for a time, unable to return to the reports. What had he just said? She 
whispered the words, needing to hear them out-loud in order to process the 
meaning. “To help me in case you died.” She couldn’t wrap her mind around it. To 
help him in case I died? What did that mean? Why would he care if I died? Did it 
mean he cared about... her? Or did he just not want to care about her... because 
he was afraid her death would hurt him? Virginia ran the idea of it over and over 
in her head for a bit until a thought appeared. Because he cares too much? 

Virginia wondered how close to the mark it was... it sounded like he suffered 
a troubled childhood, and held a great deal of anger toward his father, but loved 
the rest of his family unconditionally. He lost his mom while he was in prison... 
and admired his little sister even though she probably didn’t know it. She had 
gotten all that in one short conversation with him. What if they’d talked longer? 
What else could he have said? It was exciting and frustrating at the same time. 
So... unexpected. Virginia felt the urge to go after him and talk more, but he’d left 
for a reason and she didn’t want to lose whatever connection they’d just made. 

This is so confusing. She’d expected this trip to be little more than endless 
abuse focused on her, but Bear had instead been terrible to the prisoners, 
especially the man who nearly killed her. And now he had confided in her about 
his past, his love for family, and suggested she... mattered to him? Maybe Doc 
Robin wasn’t kidding when she said Bear cared when he saw Virginia shot. His 
own words seemed to just confirm it. 

Were they friends now? Should she be playfully confrontational, like the 
others on their ship? Or should she treat him with kindness? It seemed like he 
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needed it, even if he tried to hide it. She didn’t know what to think. What just 
happened? 

Virginia sat with her thoughts for several more minutes and wished she was 
older, with more experience in such matters, then she would know what to make 
of it all. She’d seen a lot in her very short life, but nothing prepared her for a 
hateful, violent, tormentor who could make her feel distrust, dislike, even hatred 
for him... and then suddenly want to comfort him. It was the most confusing 
feeling she’d ever had, and there was no one she could ask how to handle it. 

With no immediate answers on the horizon, Virginia did the only thing she 
could and returned to her duty. 
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CHAPTER TEN 
.. Wild! 


Virginia walked into the main Transfer Division office to hand in the 
documents she’d spent the previous night completing. The office had a front desk 
occupied by a SYSPOL officer, and a dozen empty desks. She approached the 
officer sitting at the front desk and caught his attention. “Morning!” he said 
cheerfully. “Rank, name, ship code, and division?” 

“Probationary Officer, Virginia Daytona Jackson. November India 87. 
SYSPOL Public Relations Division 1202.” 

“How many prisoners?” he asked while looking at a view-screen. 

“Five living. One corpse.” 

“Did you fill out a separate Transfer of Deceased form? Sometimes probos--* 
Virginia interrupted him by quickly producing the ToD form. “Alright,” he said 
excitedly, “I’m Officer Elias Manning. You’ll need that for your records when 
you get back to your ship in case something goes wrong. I’ll be your processing 
liaison, so everything from here on in will go through me. My officer 
identification code is 10-42-46. You got that all fine?” 

“Sure. It’s my first time doing this, so just talk me through it if you don’t 
mind.” Manning seemed helpful enough. She didn’t want to bother Bear with 
anything that might annoy him especially now that they had found a new level of 
communication. 

“No problem! I will process your reports and verify they were filed by you. I 
will also go through the reports and verify the information is correct. We will both 
sign the submission document and process the final report. Down the line if there 
is a problem, or if you are requested in front of a legal proceeding and can’t 
appear for whatever reason, I will stand in as your representative. You pretty 
much don’t have to do anything once you sign this over to me. Got it?” 

Virginia nodded, “Got it.” 

Officer Manning produced a synthetic document and handed it to Virginia. 
“So, this is your NCOIC’s report. I’ve already authorized it, and you just have to 
sign it as an official affidavit.” 

Virginia looked over the document which contained an operational code at the 
top and one paragraph written by the Sergeant. It read: 
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“Probationary Officer Virginia Daytona Jackson (hereto forth referred to as 
PO Jackson) acting as lead on the above noted operation, assaulted the craft in 
question with extreme prejudice and afforded the team an element of surprise, 
overtaking the assailants crew in minutes. PO Jackson sustained gunshots to the 
upper torso and head, and suffered lung and joint damage from sudden 
depressurization, but survived. During the assault, one of the assailants was killed 
by Sergeant Björn Hrafns, non-commissioned officer in charge (NCOIC)--writer 
of this report. The assault team, consisting of PO Jackson, Corporal Antonus 
Spelman, and the NCOIC, then arrested the remaining five assailants and 
transported them to Transfer Station 19. [See arrest report by PO Jackson for 
details on the disposition of prisoners ].”’ 

Bear left out the part about her screwing up and being conscious for all of five 
seconds. 

“Is your NCOIC’s report accurate?” 

She wanted to say that it wasn’t, that she had put all their lives in jeopardy and 
had survived because of Bear, the true hero, but knew it wasn’t her place to 
contradict the Sergeant. Yet it made her sick to think she was being given credit 
for something she screwed up. “T1 affirm it,” she said, not wanting to say it was 
accurate. As long as she didn’t say yes, then she was not stating an outright lie, or 
at least that was a way to think about it. It made her feel slightly better about the 
whole thing. 

“Okay. Sign it.” Manning motioned toward a DNA reader sitting just on the 
desk off to his left. Virginia placed her thumb on it, and a small yellow light 
blinked and quickly turned blue. “Good. Got it. Have a nice day, probo. Good 
luck out there.” He seemed to notice her scars. “You gonna get that fixed, right?” 

Virginia instinctively traced the wounds with her fingers before answering, 
“Stopping by medical next. We’ll see what they have to say about it.” 

“You should get that fixed,” Manning said, then cringed as he appeared to 
consider he’d possibly offended her. Virginia allowed it to linger. After an 
uncomfortable pause, his eyes grew big as if he’d just thought of something else 
to say and spurted out, “Hey! Before you go! That name on the report. Is that the 
Bear?” When she nodded he exclaimed, “Woah! Is it wild? It must be... wild!” 

“It can be,” Virginia admitted. 

“Wild!” he shouted with his hands raised, fingers dancing in the air. “So you’re 
the new probo on--” 

Virginia knew she needed to escape before Manning started interrogating her 
about the crew, “I have to get to medical,” she interrupted as she made for an 
escape. “Thanks for the help.” 

“Wild!” he shouted, still waving his hands. 

“Wild\” she called back, halfheartedly returning the hand-gesture over her 
shoulder before exiting the office. 
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At the medical facility the doctors hooked Virginia up to a few censors and ran 
dozens of tests. Within several minutes the process was over, and one of the 
doctors cleared her for duty. It seemed like a waste of time and could have been 
accomplished by Doc Robin, but SYSPOL was full of pointless procedures to be 
followed to the letter. 

“Hey, doctor, what about these scars?” Virginia asked when the test was over. 

“Yeah, doctor, about those scars,” Bear’s voice came from behind her. Had he 
been standing there the whole time? For a moment Virginia got excited to see him, 
considering their conversation the previous evening. “My probo doesn’t like her 
new nickname. She wants to go back to being the Virgin. Isn’t that right?” Bear 
said, flashing a mischievous smile. 

What is he doing? Is he fucking with me? She wasn’t sure how to handle 
this... was he testing her, seeing if she was cool? Virginia decided that if this was 
a test, she was going to one-up whatever Bear was trying to do... and said, 
“Actually, I was just wondering if the doctor could make them bigger, more 
pronounced.” She returned his smile with her own. Your move. 

Bear clapped his hands together and, with eagerness in his voice, said, “Oh 
my, I like this plan! Can you, doctor? Can you?” His excitement appeared so 
genuine it made Virginia wonder if he was faking it for show or really into the 
idea of making her scars deeper. 

“No, Sergeant. I can’t make her scars deeper,” the doctor said dryly, deciding 
not to participate in whatever humorous exchange the two SYSPOL officers were 
engaged. 

“Damn it,” Virginia shouted, her hands balled up into fists in a show of faked 
outrage. 

Bear shook his head. “Not even for a hero cop? And you call yourself a 
doctor. Shame!” 

The doctor looked at them with what Virginia could only guess was 
impatience, then said, “Okay, so, would you like me to fix those scars for you or 
not?” 

Virginia looked at Bear who shot her another stupid smile... and it stirred a 
new defiance from within. “No thanks!” she blurted, “PI keep the scars.” I’m 
going to do what, now? The words surprised her, as if an unknown part of her 
personality had taken control. 

“Really?” Bear said with a knowing smirk, but Virginia thought she saw doubt 
in his eyes, as if he wasn’t sure, and it energized her. 

“Are you sure?” the doctor said, his eyes looking at her sideways. 

Though surprised by her own words, Virginia liked the feeling of... control, or 
whatever it was, and allowed more words to escape from the unknown. 
“Definitely,” her voice said and it pleased her to hear. “I’ve grown so very fond of 
them.” 

“Really?” Bear asked, the pitch of his voice suggesting genuine shock. 
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His confusion amused her so much that she thought it was worth keeping the 
scars... for now. They could always be fixed later. She was going to enjoy having 
one up on the Sergeant for at least a little while. Z bet he already picked out a new 
nickname for me. Happy to ruin that. “I’m certain of it. Yep. Keeping them!” 
Virginia exclaimed, pumping her arms as if celebrating a victory. The doctor and 
Bear gave each other looks of puzzlement. She pointed to Bear, then used her 
index-finger to beckon him to follow her out of the facility. “I’m free to return to 
duty, so let’s get to it, Sergeant,” she declared. With that, she launched herself 
toward Bear and the exit. 

“You don’t have to do this,” Bear said in a lowered voice as she flew by. 

“I want to!” she yelled back as she increased the distance between them. 

“Really?” he yelled, still not believing her. 

Poor thing. “Yep!” 

As she exited the facility she heard the doctor shout “Wild!” 

Yeah. I’m having fun now. Wild! 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
... Little Jenny 


The return to their ship took weeks, but when they finally docked and saw the 
crew it was as if a year had passed: Eylifur had not cut his hair and it was now a 
tangled bundle of curls; Antonus appeared to have somehow added muscles; 
Robin’s hair was dyed a different shade of red. It was like going back to the 
academy after winter break; everyone had grown in some way. 

They all seemed happy to have them back, but quickly noticed the obvious. 
“You kept the scars?” Robin said. 

Eylifur eyed his brother with suspicion.“Why didn’t you get that fixed, 
Jackson?” he asked, sounding upset. 

Bear was instantly defensive. “Hey, I had nothing to do with it. I was just as 
surprised as you. I didn’t think it was a good idea but she was like ‘let me be my 
own person, blah blah blah!’ You know how kids are these days. They won’t 
listen to anything.” 

Bear had a familiar audience, and Virginia knew she needed to quickly stand 
her ground. “Yeah, the Sergeant pleaded with me. Begged me to fix them so he 
could continue fantasizing about me at night.” There was silence in the docking- 
bay. Your move, old man. 

Bear opened his arms as if waiting for a warm hug and said, “What can I say? 
I get lonely out in the deep, and none of you fuckers are doing it for me anymore.” 

“Not even me?” Antonus asked, sounding serious. 

“Sorry buddy,” Bear slapped his friend on the back, “not even you. I’m all 
about Two-Scars now. It’s all Two-Scars all the time. We gonna get married and 
have babies and get tigers and cuddle and raise them and name them cute things 
like Sugar and Babydoll and Monkey-Fucker.” 

“I don’t think you’re allowed to raise tigers anymore,” Eylifur interjected. 

“Or name one of them Monkey-Fucker,’” Doc Robin said while laughing. 

“You can definitely name a tiger Monkey-Fucker. If not, hey, I’m a criminal. I 
mean a former criminal... totally lawful police now, of course,” Bear said, 
winking at his brother. “Doing all the right things. I would never illegally acquire 
a tiger and raise it with my child-bride.” 

“But you’d name it Monkey-Fucker?” Doc Robin asked, giggling. 


63 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


“I’m fuckin’ nineteen, Sarge! I am no child!” Virginia countered. 

Bear nodded, “Correction, barely adult-bride.” 

“You’re pushing it, old man,” Virginia warned, “no more baby bunny kisses if 
you keep that up.” 

“Eek!” Bear squealed, “Can’t live without my baby bunny kisses!” 

“That must have been a hell of a trip,” said Doc Robin. “You two fuck?” 

“No, no, no. I’m saving myself for marriage, Doc,” Bear said, sticking out his 
chest as if posing for something. 

“Me too. Saving myself for this ancient dick-cougar,” Virginia said while 
winking at Bear, then blowing a kiss his way. He caught the imaginary kiss and 
cradled it in his arms like a precious infant. 

“I’m gonna name that one Ricardo,” he said, rolling his tongue. “I should 
write that down. Ricardo is a good name.” Bear then pantomimed typing 
something on an imaginary screen. 

“That one?” Eylifur laughed. “How many of those have you two shared?” 

“Oh tons. It’s all we did the entire time,” Virginia lied. 

“Yep. Confirmed. Absolutely true. And the late-night snuggling,” Bear added. 

“We can’t forget that,” she said, pretending to remember. 

“I know. I told you: ‘remember to tell my brother about the snuggling so he 
can put that in his report.’ I told you that and you remembered and I’m so proud 
of you.” Bear tilted his head sideways and smiled. There was pretend-love in his 
eyes. 

Their playfulness was more interesting than the truth. They hadn’t talked much 
on the trip back. Bear hadn’t offered anything else to her about his family, though 
she’d tried. Outside of the one conversation at the transfer station, Bear hadn’t 
given her much more than jokes since. She was beginning to think they’d 
transitioned from trainer and trainee to performers who needed an audience. It was 
as if the new version of their relationship was for show. Virginia couldn’t figure 
out why things changed. Perhaps she’d made a mistake after that conversation in 
her quarters... maybe she said something wrong. 

Eylifur broke her thoughts, “So anyway, Jackson, the Reporter wants to talk to 
you when you get the chance.” 

“Oh, they’re here?” 

“Yeah, arrived three weeks ago and wants to do a whole background on you... 
and Bear.” 

Bear nearly jumped out of his sticky-boots. “Fuck that! I’m not getting 
interviewed by some fuckin’ reporter who is going to crucify me.” Bear had 
reason to distrust reporters and Virginia nodded remembering stories of the Sector 
13 incident. 

“She’s not going to crucify you, Sergeant. This is a fluff piece. We need to do 
it for HQ. It’s just recruitment stuff. We lost a dozen officers this month. You want 
to go on every call to pick up that slack?” 
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“No, but let her follow you around or Two-Scars. Fuck it, let Antonus flex his 
muscles for an hour. That’Il pull in recruits. I’d rejoin for those muscles,” Bear 
said, winking at Antonus. 

“Oh, so I am your favorite again?” Antonus asked. 

“Listen, big guy, Two-Scars is sweet and all but she doesn’t have your 
physique. How can I ignore that?” 

Antonus tilted his head slightly and said, “Somehow you manage.” 

“Do I need to snuggle you too now? Why am I so lovable?” Bear threw his 
head back in mock exhaustion. “It’s so tiring being so popular. Why me? Why, 
why me?” He put a palm over his forehead as if checking his temperature. “Too 
hot. /’m sizzling like shrimp.” He suddenly stopped and pointed at everyone in the 
room, “First person to start calling me Sizzling Shrimp will be smothered in their 
sleep. I am not fuckin’ kidding!” 

“What about the second person?” Virginia quipped. It made them all laugh, 
except Bear who glared with a smirk. 

“Alright, alright,” Bear said, hands gesturing for calm, “allow me to clarify. 
Any person who calls me Sizzling Shrimp will be smothered in their sleep.” 

Eylifur held his hand up to get attention and said, “Just so we’re all clear, there 
will be no smotherings and no sizzlings, okay? Now, let’s just get this out of the 
way already. Jackson, glad to have you back, but report to the small guest 
quarters. The Reporter is waiting for you. She’s going to ask some basic 
questions. Nothing to worry about. Bear, you will talk to the Reporter when 
Jackson is finished.” 

“Fuck me.” 

“It wouldn’t be pleasant if I did, big brother.” 

“You don’t know that,” Bear said in a high-pitch voice. 

As she left, Virginia heard Eylifur say, “Do you think it would be wrong if I 
had my big brother thrown in prison again?” 


She made her way to the small guest quarters and pushed the alert button. The 
auto-door opened and she saw a blond woman, medium height, dressed in a basic 
white jumpsuit sitting on the bottom bunk of a double cot. She looked to be in an 
OAR trance. Typical Earther, spending more time in the virtual world than the 
real one. Virginia was glad Bear made her remove the ocular implant... one of the 
few good things about him, she thought. Though she had once been like any 
typical Earther, head full of virtual reality, eyes full of augmented reality, she was 
always apprehensive about the way the AVRM could manipulate emotions. One 
day, Virginia vowed, she would have that disabled too. 

“T see you,” the Reporter told Virginia. “I’m just finishing up. Be two 
seconds.” 

“Alright, Pll just wait,” she answered, trying to hide her annoyance. 

The woman mumbled some brief words then blinked both eyes quickly, an 
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indication she had disconnected from the virtual world. “I apologize for that. I 
was visiting my mom. She is worried I’m going to die out here,” she said, 
laughing. 

“No problem. I went through the same thing with my dad when I left.” 

“Your parents are more adventurous than mine, though. At least your mother.” 

“You know my mother?” Virginia asked, somewhat surprised to hear it. 

“Of course, of course. I had to research everyone and their background for this 
story... I mean, obviously not everyone. But I interviewed your parents... after 
you were shot.” 

Oh god, my parents. As a probationary officer, she wasn’t allowed calls home 
except in cases of grave emergency. It hadn’t occurred to Virginia that her parents 
would be told about the incident. They hadn’t been publicly broadcasting the 
mission, so she hadn’t considered how it could affect people on Earth. Her father 
must be worried sick... far more than her mother. “How did they take it?” 

“Your mother--“ 

“Dismissed the danger, I’m sure,” Virginia interrupted. “How did my father 
absorb it?” 

The Reporter cringed. “Your father has a lovely heart, Jenny. May I call you 
Jenny?” 

No, you may not, she thought but, not wanting to start their exchange on a 
hostile note, said instead, “You are a civilian. You may call me whatever you 
like.” 

“I only ask because your father calls you Jenny.” 

This felt like manipulation to Virginia, trying to get her to lower her guard by 
using a familiar nickname. “But here they call me Jackson or... the Sergeant calls 
me Two-Scars--well, he now calls me Two-Scars.” 

“Yes, the scars. I was told you were going to have your wounds taken care 
of... but you still have them. May I ask why?” 

“I guess this is a question everyone is going to ask me... well, since you’re a 
reporter and, I imagine, going to report this to the world--“ 

“It depends on the edit.” 

“Then let me just say that... I did it as a reminder.” It was an answer that came 
out quickly, improvised, much like her decision to keep the scars. Virginia was 
thankful for whatever machine was working the thoughts coming out of her 
mouth, as she had no intention of sharing the truth with the Reporter. 

“A reminder of what, exactly?” 

“That everything can turn to shit in an instance. That you have to be on your 
guard at all times. That your crew, your teammates, the person next to or behind 
you will pick you up if you fall... and they expect the same from you.” She was 
just aping something Eylifur once said on a broadcast years before, a thing that 
probably inspired Virginia to join SYSPOL. They weren’t words she’d ever 
forget. 
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“Full disclosure, I was on a private live feed on that mission. I saw it unfold.” 

Virginia had forgotten. The Reporter knew the truth. She’d know Bear’s report 
was bullshit. “Oh... well, that’s embarrassing.” 

The Reporter leaned forward and placed her right hand on Virginia’s left arm 
and whispered, “I’m here to do a PR piece for SYSPOL, okay? I’m not here to 
ruin you. This is a paid gig. A very well paid gig. I’ve signed so many non- 
disclosure agreements I couldn’t talk about it if I wanted to, so that incident stays 
between us. I just want you to know that you can feel safe with me. Okay? We 
can be friends. We should be. I’m going to be here for another month, at least.” 

“Understood,” Virginia said with a smile to indicate they could be friends... 
and that she would be honest with her new friend, even if she wouldn’t. “It wasn’t 
my best moment,” she confessed. “I could have handled it differently.” 

“You were nervous, it’s perfectly understandable.” The Reporter patted an 
empty spot on her bunk. “Sit. Come on, relax.” She then crossed her legs while 
floating just above the fabric of the bedspread. 

This made Virginia want to roll her eyes. ““We’re in micro-gravity; everywhere 
is space to sit,” she said with a slight laugh. 

“Oh my,” the Reporter said, shaking her head in embarrassment, “I’ve been 
here for a few weeks and my mind is still on Earth in many ways.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

“Thanks. My brain is a bit scrambled out here. Speaking of... I haven’t even 
introduced myself!” The Reporter extended her right hand, and Virginia accepted 
it. “My name is Izzabella Amanpour. I work for DCE. Did they tell you that 
already?” 

“No one told me anything except to report here for an interview.” 

“DCE stands for Deadline Citizenry Editorial. We are a private news 
operation that likes to physically go where others won’t,” Izzabella said with a 
proud smile. 

“Well, you are here, and no one else is, so you’re living up to that. But let’s get 
to it, okay? What do you need from me?” 

“We were talking about why you were here. What inspired you, are you good 
with getting more into that?” 

“Why the fuck not?” Virginia said and noted she was starting to sound like 
Bear. That's what happens when you’re stuck with a beast for a while. What 
would her father think? He wouldn’t approve of this Little Jenny. Little Jenny and 
her two scars. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


.. A killer 


Antonus’ voice was in Virginia’s ears talking over the operations channel, “We 
are nearly there... 5,000 meters; closing at 100, how copy?” 

“Solid copy, Tone,” Eylifur said as his armored hand patted Virginia on the top 
of her helmet. She turned her head to meet his, their eyes locked, and he smiled in 
that warm lovable way she adored, making everything seem alright. 

Over the local-talk he whispered, “We’re gonna rock this, teammate.” 

Virginia smiled. “I’m excited, Lieutenant,” she told him. 

“Me too!” Eylifur squealed, as he bounced up and down in the airlock, 
prevented from floating away by a strap attached to his side. It pulled him back 
down with every bounce, making him appear to be some kind of giddy human yo- 
yo. The sight of it made her laugh. 

Bear interrupted their joy by barking over the local-talk, “You two done 
fuckin’ around?” He was grumpy, having nearly lost his mind when Eylifur told 
him he was going on the mission. Bear had been training Virginia to be the point- 
person and he’d already told her he wanted to keep his brother safe, but now the 
Lieutenant was swinging a pickax into the foundation of that plan by teaming up 
with her. Eylifur had given in to Bear’s whining by agreeing to not take point, but 
the Sergeant was still in a bad mood about the whole thing. Virginia wasn’t 
unsympathetic. She’d rather the Lieutenant stay safe. But at least she was going to 
be in front of him, and his presence gave her greater incentive to not screw up. 
Not that she needed more incentive; she had no intention of ever getting shot in 
the face again. 

“Hey Sarge,” she dared, “I’m going to earn that glowing report today.” He 
didn’t react at first but then let out what seemed like a breathy laugh. 

“The balls on this kid,” he grumbled. 

“Wild!” Virginia shouted, which was followed by what sounded like Bear 
making a loud fart noise with his tongue. “God bless you,” she said in response. 

“Go fuck yourself?” Bear said, but it sounded playful and Virginia took that as 
a good sign. 

A second later, Antonus engaged thrusters, and they could feel the force on 
their bodies as the ship lined up with their target. 
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Eylifur leaned out of the airlock opening and looked a few degrees to his left. 
“You’re 50 meters out... 30... 10.” They were now matching speed with the 
target. Antonus burned a few meters left and Virginia could see the docking port 
on the civilian transport. The ship was an old hag, likely owned by a privateer 
trying to become independently wealthy via the most ridiculously dangerous 
means possible. Larger transport operations occurred every two years and had 
security details assigned to them--though those were spotty at best. But these 
independent transports were fodder for pirates and represented at least 30% of 
their calls. Out of those, more than 80% were body retrieval operations. Pirates 
didn’t like to leave witnesses. And knowing that made those hauler operators more 
willing to fight back. 

“Don’t bring a gun unless you are prepared to use it. Don’t point a gun unless 
you’re prepared to die,” Eylifur told her once. “Truckers and pirates alike don’t 
understand this simple logic. Swords have to be swung. They take effort. No one 
accidentally pulls the trigger on a sword.” But once truckers started arming 
themselves, pirates stopped showing up with swords... and it amplified the 
murder rates and made every encounter more vicious. As older pirates with a 
modicum of honor died off, they were replaced with younger pirates who had no 
appreciation for life and death, nor the honor amongst thieves and their victims. 

“Link, link, link... contact,” Antonus’ voice informed them, as they could 
visually see the crafts connecting docking ports. The docking was an attempt to 
trick any pirates on board into thinking they were going to enter on this side. 
Instead, they planned to start the pressurization process right as they hacked the 
airlock on the far end. If the pirates bought the deception, they would stay by the 
forward airlock section while Virginia, Eylifur, and Bear executed a rear assault. 
It was the Lieutenant’s plan, and Virginia thought it was perfect. 

“Alright, here we go. You ready, Jackson?” Eylifur said, sounding very 
excited. She gave him a thumbs up. “Ready Sarge?” 

“Ready to fuck and fight, LT!” the Sergeant barked. 

“Sergeant, you do realize this is not a fucking mission, right?” the Lieutenant 
replied. 

“Not convinced of that, Lieutenant,” Bear huffed as he slapped his weapon. 

Eylifur looked at Virginia with mock shock and outrage. “You believe this 
guy?” he said with a slight giggle. She enjoyed the way the brothers pretend- 
argued. Especially in situations like this when tensions were already high. But 
they also knew when to take things seriously. 

“Echo, echo, echo,” Antonus said over the radio--the mission go-code. 
Eylifur pushed off and floated toward the aft section of the hauler. Virginia 
boosted and overtook him in order to make sure he wasn’t trying to sneakily take 
the point-position away from her. She thought Bear would like that; he was the 

type to notice. She made it to the aft airlock first and quickly executed the 
override command. The airlock started its depressurization routine and, by the 
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time the brothers arrived and set up for entry, the outer door of the airlock was 
ready to be opened. Eylifur and Virginia both released their respective cams as she 
cracked open the airlock door. The cams flew in and the heads-up display inside 
their helmets revealed no one inside to meet them. Virginia floated in first, Eylifur 
right behind, with Bear not a second behind his brother. All were armed with their 
rifles and side-arms. Bear also had a BRU-88 shotgun slung over his torso, in case 
they needed heavy close-quarter firepower. They didn’t like using it when 
civilians were around because of the spread of the pellets, but this distress call was 
a week old, and with so much time between it and their arrival, they figured all 
civilians were either dead or the pirates were--or both. 

Virginia hacked the inner airlock terminal, and the pressurization process 
started. When it completed, she unlocked the inner door and put her shoulder on 
it, then cracked it slightly open to allow the cams to do their job. The little drones 
flew inside and revealed, yet again, no one nearby. So far, if pirates were on- 
board, Eylifur’s deception had worked. Virginia led the team inside the next room 
which looked to be some type of cargo hold section, though all the bays were 
empty. Pirates had definitely been here and likely grabbed the cargo and left with 
it. There was no one here... but they still had to check. 

“Let’s proceed forward,” Eylifur ordered. 

“Copy,” Virginia said. She ordered the cams into the next section, raised her 
weapon, and moved to follow. The HUD inside her helmet indicated some type of 
movement from the fourth cam. “Focus on movement,” she commanded and the 
HUD switched to a single, larger cam view of the drone designated Alpha-4. 
Alpha-4 was looking at a long dark corridor leading down what could have been 
crew sleeping quarters. “Forward,” Virginia commanded, then quickly calculated 
the distance in centimeters, “one-hundred and turn ninety degrees.” The drone 
moved as ordered, then turned and caught another brief glimpse of movement. 
“We got something.” 

“Definitely,” Eylifur agreed. 

“How you want to play this, Lieutenant?” As the point-person, it was her 
prerogative, but she wanted to pay respect to Eylifur’s rank and earn points with 
Bear for taking extra caution. 

“Bear, you good on the rear?” Eylifur asked. 

“Secured,” Bear said, with an unmistakable tension in his voice. 

“Copy. Alright, Jackson, hold one.” Eylifur moved forward and was quickly at 
her side. She worried he was about to take the point-position, but he didn’t. 
Instead, he leaned his head left, then right, then left and right again. She couldn’t 
tell exactly what he was doing, but from her peripheral he looked like an animal 
sensing danger. After several seconds he said, “Left side, five meters.” 

How could he know? “Five meters, forward, turn ninety left,” she ordered 
Alpha-4. As the drone executed its order, Eylifur moved behind her and placed his 
rifle on her shoulder. She lowered her body slightly and aimed her rifle as the 
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drone arrived at its spot. The cam turned left, was immediately met with a loud 
boom, and exploded. Her HUD identified the boom as a shotgun blast and the 
ammunition as micro-pellets--designed to take out drones. The pellets from the 
shot peppered hundreds of tiny holes in the hull behind the destroyed drone. 
Instinctively, Virginia ordered two of her cams to maintain security down two of 
the other corridors while Alpha-1 executed an order to take Alpha-4’s spot. She 
slowly moved forward to engage with Eylifur and his weapon mirroring her 
movement. 

Alpha-1 pushed up half-meter beyond Alpha-4’s original position as part of its 
defensive programming and revealed two armed shadows in a medium sized 
compartment. Virginia enabled thermal vision on the drone and could make out 
one male and one female, both wearing some type of armor. The male had a 
shotgun, and the female had two pistols. The male was loading ammunition into 
the shotgun, probably something more lethal than the micro-pellets. Both looked 
ready for a fight. Eylifur and Bear received the same video feed, and Virginia 
didn’t need to communicate her assessment; she expected them to conclude the 
same thing and react accordingly. She moved to within a few centimeters of the 
door entry and enabled her helmet’s speaker system. “Attention, inside the room: 
drop your weapons and come out with your hands raised. You will not be--“ 

She was interrupted by a woman’s voice, “Fuck off, pig!” followed by 
grunting noises. 

“We’re not going to jail!” shouted the male. 

“You're going to die if you don’t leave,” the female promised in a mocking 
tone. 

Virginia tried to reassure them, “There is no need for anyone to die. We don’t 
even know what happened here. We just want to talk.” 

“Fuck you!” the male cried out as he fired. The blast ripped through the 
partition and impacted Virginia’s armor, but did not penetrate. 

“They’re going to kill us!” the woman shouted, then fired at the same area, 
forcing Virginia to pull back. Eylifur retreated with her as if the two were of one 
mind. 

Virginia stopped for a moment to settle her nerves and waited for the shooting 
to stop. When the pause came, she took a look at the cam drone feed and saw the 
shooters reloading their firearms. Virginia knew she could not hesitate and told the 
Lieutenant, “Assault, assault, assault,” then pushed her body toward the action. 
Eylifur moved with her to the entryway and they turned the corner together. 
“Drop your weapons!” she shouted over the speaker as her helmet’s light blinded 
the shooters. The pair reacted by shielding their eyes but did not comply. She 
could see the female holding a pistol up, trained toward them. Virginia 
remembered the last time a weapon was pointed at her face, when a hesitation had 
nearly gotten her killed. Not this time, she told herself and squeezed the trigger. 

Virginia felt the scars twitch as three shots impacted the male in the chest. He 
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stiffened and released the shotgun. The woman reacted by spinning away to her 
right, doing a full turn before stopping to face them, left arm raised. Without any 
words, Virginia and Eylifur fired three times each, killing the woman. Then there 
was painful quiet... and the horrible sight of the woman’s headless, faceless body 
floating among bone-chunks, brain-matter, blood-spheres, and the body of her 
partner. Virginia wanted to throw up. 


It took them an hour to clear the whole ship and determine no other souls were 
on-board. There was evidence in the ship’s computer that another pirate ship had 
docked with the craft and transferred all its stock. They were long gone. The 
ship’s civilian crew managed to enabled the distress and tracking signals before 
being boarded. The pirates had disabled the distress signal but missed the tracking 
one. The man and woman were likely left behind to take the craft as a trophy, or to 
sell, and tossed the civilian crew out, or the other group had taken them as 
hostages. 

Bear placed a tracker on the craft soa SYSPOL retrieval team could 
eventually take it and, as they left, placed explosive charges on the airlocks that 
could only be disabled by SYSPOL crews--preventing anyone else from claiming 
the craft. They then all returned to the safety of their own ship. 

Doc Robin met them once the airlock finished its pressurization and the team 
had removed their armor. “Anyone hurt?” she asked. 

“Jackson got hit,” Eylifur informed the medic. 

“I’m fine,” Virginia said, waving Robin off. “It didn’t penetrate. Bounced off. 
No need for medical.” 

“TIl beee the juuudge of thaaat,” Doc Robin sang out the words to an 
unfamiliar melody. 

Virginia felt the need to reciprocate and sang back, “I’ve alreeeady juuudged 
it, Doooc,” then realized what she’d done and felt embarrassed. 

“Hey!” Bear exclaimed excitedly, “I didn’t know the kid could sing. You dirty 
filthy hider!” 

“Beautiful voice, Jackson,” Eylifur said, flashing a broad smile. “Why have 
you been hiding that from us?” 

“Aww shucks,” Virginia said, putting on a false embarrassment as a way to 
cover up her actual one. “I didn’t want to crowd your thing. I don’t think I’m that 
good, really.” 

Eylifur smiled sweetly, ““You have to sing with us next time. Promise?” It 
dawned on her the strangeness of this conversation on the heels of having shared 
the killing of two people with him. Virginia felt a sudden need to touch him... this 
man with whom she’d just shared something profoundly horrible. The thought 
sucked the wind out of the moment. Eylifur seemed to notice... and gently 
offered, “Only if you want to, of course. Not going to pressure you, promise.” 
And as if he could read her mind, he floated over and placed both his hands on her 
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shoulders. He then leaned in on her left side, slowly moving in closer. It surprised 
her since he’d never done anything like it before but, as he did, she noticed what 
looked like a small ornate L and / tattooed near where the collar bone and neck 
met. Curious, she thought. Before she could think about it more, Eylifur 
whispered, “Thank you for saving my life, Virginia.” It was the first time she 
could remember him only using her first name. 

She turned closer to him and whispered, “Thank you for saving my life, 
Eylifur.” 

He kissed her cheek, and she did the same to his... and they hugged for what 
could have been forever... Virginia did not mind. And then, without warning, she 
began to cry. Her grip around his neck tightened and tears welled in her eyes... 
and she started to heave with overwhelming sadness. Somewhere in her mind she 
begged herself to stop but couldn’t. Images flashed in Virginia’s mind of the 
woman, and the floating pieces of her... the memory already so horrible she 
feared it would never leave. She also thought of her father’s face, and the boy who 
lived near the family farm, and the dollhouse she once loved but lost. The killings 
made her think a thousand different things in a few seconds as the scars on her 
face and the one through her mouth throbbed and burned. Daddy 5 Little Jenny is 
no more, she thought. 

Eylifur held her until she stopped crying. To her surprise, Bear didn’t say 
anything. They all waited quietly for her to finish... when she did, and relaxed 
free of the Lieutenant’s hug, he looked her in the eyes and smiled. “You okay 
now?” he asked with all the kindness she expected from him. 

“I think so,” she lied, having no idea how she felt. 

“Good. Let’s get something to eat, Officer Jackson,” Eylifur said, patting her 
shoulder. 

It took her a second to take it in... had he just said... “What?” 

The Lieutenant gave her shoulder a friendly slap. “That’s why we’re all here. 
That’s why I went with you on this mission. I wanted the honor of writing the 
report... and,” he winked, “the honor of promoting you.” Eylifur stepped back 
and flashed her a happy smile, then raised his voice, “Alright, let’s make it 
official! Your probationary period is over. You’re one of us now... SYSPOL 
Officer Virginia Daytona Jackson.” 

She noticed Antonus was there too, smiling, and Robin was smiling, and they 
came up and hugged her and said “You re one of us now.” 

Bear too... he didn’t say anything sarcastic, he didn’t mock her, didn’t call her 
a baby; he shook her hand and said “Welcome, Officer Jackson, you’re one of us 
now.” 

After all the years of dreaming about this moment, sitting at home visualizing 
it, training, months on the ship, the missions, wounds, struggles, and now... she 
was one of them. But something was out of place. She felt different. Less 
Virginia. More lacerated and tender, like her wounds. No longer daddy’s Little 
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Jenny, nor Bear’s Virgin probo idiot. Virginia boarded that ship still unproven, but 
Two-Scars left it a cop and a killer. 

There it was, the answer. There she was, and that felt right. She took a second 
to look each of the crew in the eyes, first Bear, then Antonus, followed by Robin, 
before turning toward Eylifur and saying, “Call me Two-Scars.” 
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PART 3 


TOMMY RAVEN 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Sóley... those documents 


Captain Sóley Ívans found herself reading yet another article about Tommy 
Raven, the so-called Savior of Earth, this one titled ‘He Is Dead’ stating 
Tommy’s ship was destroyed leaving Excelsior. Accompanying the article was a 
video claiming to show pieces from the ship that Sóley could tell were clearly red. 
Why is anyone taking this seriously?, she wondered. Tommy’s craft was purple 
yet the reporters weren’t even addressing that fact. Though, their stupidity was 
helpful because, unlike Tommy’s billions of obsessive fans, Sóley not only knew 
he was alive but also where he was going... and was close to figuring out how to 
use that information to her advantage without suffering legal repercussions. 

She’d originally been tipped off by her underling, Lieutenant Daniel 
Ingmarson, who had figured it out using the very old M-Plex communications 
routine--a legacy code buried deep in modern systems--after being fed the 
information by an anonymous source he called Brenni Merktur. The routine 
allowed them to remotely read the navigation route programmed into the Raven’s 
Night. When Dani first brought it to her attention, she’d dismissed it seeing as he 
was full of stupid theories, but the information had been compelling enough that 
she kept looking into it, eventually becoming convinced by it. Now there was 
little doubt what the Ravens were doing. The problem was how to use the 
information. She could take it to her commanding officer, but he’d likely freak 
out. There was the press... but how would she benefit from leaking it? Someone 
else would end up getting the credit. That wouldn’t be of any value. She could go 
through the Viking Council but how would they react? Either I'll be arrested or 
I'll be promoted for finding the young Prince of Ydalir, she thought. 

As her mind juggled scenarios, an alarm went off on her view-screen, bringing 
Sóley back to reality. She toggled it on and saw it was her commanding officer, 
Lieutenant Colonel Olafur borsson. Sóley pressed the receiver and answered, 
“Yes, Colonel?” 

“Report to my office, immediately,” the Lieutenant Colonel said. 

There was a tightness to his tone and she asked, “Colonel? Is there something 
wrong?” 
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“Right now!” he barked. It made her feel uneasy as he had never spoken to her 
that way. 
“Right away, Colonel,” she said, then jumped up and hurried out. 


When she arrived at the Lieutenant Colonel’s office, Sóley could tell by the 
look on his face that he was in a foul mood. “Colonel? I am here, as ordered,” she 
informed him. 

Olafur didn’t say anything for a few seconds. Instead, he stared at a view- 
screen on his desk. His face remained tense, his eyes darting back and forth as if 
reading something. After some time he spoke without looking at Soley, “I never 
took you for an idiot.” 

“Colonel?” she said with surprise. 

His eyes met hers. “I never took you for someone who would do something 
this stupid,” Olafur said, shaking his head, placing his hands together, twisting the 
palms back and forth, his mouth tightening into a pinch as if tasting something 
bitter. He let out a deep exhale through the nose before saying, “I’m so... 
disappointed. No, I’m beyond being just disappointed in you.” 

“Oli--“ 

“Don’t deny it. I had a...” he looked around the room as if searching for 
someone, then lowered his voice into a loud whisper, “secret meeting with two 
Council members this morning about you and your executive officer. I had to find 
out that you were in possession of level 12 security data. That your moronic 
Lieutenant printed it out and took it off a secured station and... transported it to 
your office! And not only didn’t you report it to me, but there is no indication you 
destroyed the printouts as per regulation! Tell me--and I warn you, don’t lie to 
me--are you still in possession of this material? I can’t imagine what would 
happen to you if you didn’t report it to me right now.” 

Soley’s mind went into complete panic. She’d been caught up in the 
excitement of knowing something everyone else didn’t. She had always been the 
good officer, the good follower, the smart middle-manager who didn’t ruffle 
feathers. Now, the one-time she abandoned reason, she’d fucked herself. Fuckin’ 
Dani! She had to confess... at least a version of the truth, and hope her CO could 
protect her from the Council. She quickly thought of something to say. “I am 
sorry, Oli. I should have come to you. I don’t have any excuse for my actions. 
When Dani brought the information, he sounded nuts and I thought it was just 
another one of his crazy theories. I’d never even heard of the M-Plex system, had 
no idea what Dani was even saying when he mentioned it.” So far, it was true. 
“He told me how it worked, and how it was essentially legacy code that never got 
removed from newer systems. I didn’t put much stock in it,” this much was also 
true, “and after he showed me everything, I dismissed it.” There was the lie. She 
had to lie, or she’d be admitting to a criminal act under the Ydalir Militia Code of 
Conduct. 
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He looked at her with suspicion, “Then why didn’t you turn him in? Or, if you 
didn’t want to get in trouble, come to me? You know I would protect you. Haven’t 
I always, Sóley?” 

“Of course you have, Oli. Always.” 

“Then what? Please, explain it to me, I want to help,” he said, lowering his 
voice, almost sounding friendly... yet not. 

Sóley understood that Dani’s actions had been tracked, but it was puzzling 
how they could know she hadn’t destroyed the synthetic printouts. Even if there 
were cameras in her office or sensors around the building, she had taken those 
documents off-site... somewhere they couldn’t have monitored her. Did they 
know for sure? Could she lie and say the documents were destroyed? Would they 
ask for proof? How do you prove you destroyed something? She couldn’t think 
fast enough. She needed to answer. “I didn’t want Dani to get in trouble. I was 
protecting him. He can be a fool, as you know. He does things without thinking 
but he means well. You know he’d never do anything to compromise our 
security.” 

“But he has! This is a compromise of security!” the Lieutenant Colonel 
shouted while banging his fist on his desk. “This is why we have procedures in 
place to not take data off-site. More importantly, why we don’t make synthetic 
printouts of it. That’s what you do when you’re trying to hide something. It’s what 
someone might do if they are spying. Is Dani a spy? Are you?” 

“What?! Who would we spy for about Tommy Raven? Is anyone on his side 
now?” 

“There will always be people on his side, even now. So I have no idea who. 
But you’re evading the question... if you’re not a spy, then what were you doing? 
And be careful how you answer, because I’m one more evasive word away from 
placing you under arrest. Tread carefully, Captain.” 

The truth, she knew, would result in an immediate termination of position and 
loss of rank while a legal case was filed against her. Dani would face the same 
punishment and perhaps execution for treason. If she told the complete truth, 
she’d escape the charge of treason but face one of a dereliction of duty. Her career 
would be over no matter what; her life might as well be over for that matter. If she 
lied, and they didn’t find out the truth, she’d likely get hit with a suspension and 
demotion but remain in the Militia. Sóley desperately wanted to keep what she 
had, even if up to this point she’d hated it. Being kicked out was not an option... 
she couldn’t do anything else. “I destroyed them,” she lied. 

The Lieutenant Colonel looked at her suspiciously. “You destroyed them... 
where?” 

Sóley knew the only answer that might allow her to keep what she had was... 
“Here.” 

“You destroyed them here?” 

“I was trying to protect Dani, as I said. I’ve taken a liking to him. I 
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admonished him, and told him to tell no one. He has no idea what I did.” This was 
almost the truth. 

Oli sighed. “You’re not telling me the truth, Captain. We know what was said 
in your office. We know what you did.” Oli looked down at a view-screen and 
turned it toward her. It was an excerpt from a transcript of the conversation 
between Dani and her: 

LT INGMARSON (note: subjects stutters removed): “They left the station 
here, there is no question of that, then there was the reported explosion... and 
reports from eyewitnesses that they saw a robo-skel--” 

CPT IVANS: “The Militia says all of this is space-trucker delusions.” 

LT INGMARSON (note: subjects stutters removed): “[Unintelligible] you 
see in the reports, Tommy disappeared after the explosion. The station went into 
lock-down. I used [unintelligible] to find the ship. And you can see he 5 trying to 
throw off calculations by [unintelligible] and velocity. Merktur [unintelligible] 
has never been wrong.” 

“This goes on... you were so won over by it that you did this,” he said, then 
showed video of her putting the documents in a security bag, and leaving with the 
bag. Oli shook his head, “I had hoped you’d be honest with me, but it’s clear 
you’re not. Not only were you in possession of these documents, but you were 
talking about highly classified operations around Excelsior, in your office! This is 
unbelievable. And then,” he flicked on more videos, “you went back to the 
tracking center five more times and retrieved more data. I can only imagine 
you’ve amassed a great deal of high security information since. This is 
treasonous!” He motioned with his right hand. The office door behind her swung 
open and three red troopers entered, displaying what she recognized as diamond- 
bladed swords. 

“Oli! Please!” she pleaded as a trooper grabbed her arms from behind. 
“Please!” she cried out again. 

“I’m sorry, Sóley. But this is your fault. You broke the--“ the two other 
troopers went around either side of Olafur’s desk and grabbed his arms before he 
could finish the sentence. “What the fuck are you doing?” Oli shouted in 
confusion. Without a word, the trooper on his right thrust a blade into the 
Lieutenant Colonel’s throat. Oli’s horrified eyes met hers for a moment, then all 
life left them and Sóley knew he was dead. The troopers let Oli’s body go, and it 
crumbled slowly in the low-gravity, blood pumping out over the furniture and 
onto the floor. Sóley watched in silent horror, her shock so profound she couldn’t 
scream... the fear of what would happen to her so powerful that the ability to say 
anything was gone. She could only wait for the inevitable blade through her own 
throat. 

The trooper who’d murdered Oli pointed at her with a bloody glove, “You will 
tell us where you hid those documents, or we will slice pieces off you until you 
do. Next words better be the truth, or I start cutting.” 
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“Home! Home! I took them home,” she whimpered, too afraid to lie. 


The troopers shackled, gagged, dragged, then tossed Sóley in the back of a 
large crawler vehicle. It was bulky, lacked suspension, and every bounce jarred 
her teeth when the vehicle hit ground. She couldn’t see from the back but could 
hear other vehicles on the road. She wanted to raise her head, or scream, or kick 
the back door... anything to try and get attention but was too afraid. They are 
going to kill me after they get what they want, she thought. But who were they? 
Why would they kill her commander? What had she done that would cause them 
to do it? What were they protecting? Oh, Dani... what have you gotten me into? I 
was a fool for listening to you and allowing it to get this far. What is it about 
searching for Tommy Raven that made them kill Oli? 

The gag covering her mouth had been hurriedly placed, and she was able to 
bite under it then use her tongue to push part of it over her lower lip. “Excuse me,” 
she said in a voice so small there was no way anyone heard it. She cleared her 
throat and said louder, “Excuse me? Troopers? Hello?” 

“Quiet, Captain. We’re almost there,” said a man’s voice. “Don’t be scared.” 
His voice was easy, calm, pleasing to the ear. 

The vehicle bounced quickly several times, and she heard the clanging of 
metal shifting with the weight. Sóley thought they could be crossing an 
intersection near her neighborhood where a large hole had been covered using 
metal slabs. 

“Suggest going around back. No one will see us there,” said another trooper. 
This one’s voice had a higher pitch, sounding younger than the other. 

“Yeah, I’m on it,” said a third, darker voice. 

The vehicle bounced in the air, kicked the back end, and bumped up again. 
Her backyard had a mound of manure she was collecting for the harvest, and she 
could smell the familiar stench of it as it scraped the underside of the vehicle. 
They were home. The vehicle slowed to a stop followed by the sound of doors 
opening. A few seconds later, someone opened the back door, pulled her toward 
the opening, cut the gag off with a knife, quickly replaced it with tape, then 
grabbed her ponytail, violently dragging her out. Sdley slid out of the vehicle and 
hit the ground face-first, manure filling her nose. 

“Hey! There’s no need for that,” hissed the one with the nice voice. “We don’t 
need to do it like this.” She felt him kneel next to her and put his face near hers. 
“Are you okay?” 

“Relatively,” she said through the tape-gag, but it came out in a mess of 
syllables. She looked up and saw her captors wearing dark winter-masks. 

“I am sorry about that. My friend here is on the rough side. It won’t happen 
again, okay?” He made it sound so normal. As if they hadn’t just murdered her 
CO; as if they weren’t going to murder her. Not knowing what to say, she nodded 
her head greasing the side of her face with more manure and sending more of it up 
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her nose. 

“Let’s go,” said the younger voice. 

She could feel a hand trying to brush manure off her face and around her nose. 
“What the fuck are you doing?” asked the third. 

“Trying to clean some of this shit off,” the nice one said. 

“Stop it. We need to move. Adam, get the door open. Karl, move her to the 
back door.” 

Karl--nice voice--carefully picked her up and lightly pushed her forward once 
she was on her feet. After a few seconds they arrived at the back door. Karl pulled 
on the shackles holding her arms at her back and stopped their movement. 

“Let’s go,” said the one who seemed to be in charge. 

The one called Adam quickly picked the back-door lock and pushed the door 
open slowly. There was a sudden banging sound. “Is anyone else inside?” he 
asked. She shook her head no. “You sure?” She nodded again, yes. 

“You see someone, Adam?” the leader asked. 

“Wait one,” Adam said, and pushed the back door open. He had a handgun out 
and peaked his head inside. “It’s just some bags of shit. I knocked them over.” 

“Inside, quickly,” the leader ordered. 

Adam entered through the kitchen followed by the leader. Karl delicately 
urged her inside. There was something powerful about his kindness. 

They moved past the kitchen and into the living-room. “Where are the 
documents,” the leader asked. “Take off her gag,” he ordered. 

“Sorry about this,” Karl said and pulled the tape off quickly and painfully. 

The leader pushed her with both arms, and she fell into a sitting position on 
the living-room couch. “Where are the documents? And I warn you, if you don’t 
tell me the truth, I will hurt you very badly.” 

She wanted to stall, to live just a little bit longer--once they had what they 
wanted, they’d kill her; she was sure of it--but was too afraid of the potential pain 
and decided against it. “Behind the painting, behind you... there’s a safe. It’s an 
older style one. It has a key.” 

“Physical key?” 

“Yes. Physical key, underneath the kitchen sink.” 

“Adam. Get it,” the leader barked. 

“On it,” the younger trooper said and went to the kitchen. 

Sóley could feel the clock on her life ticking down. She thought of her mother 
and father, brothers and sister, all those uncles and aunts, cousins; would any of 
them even know what happened to her? She didn’t deserve this. She tried to stop 
herself but began to cry. 

“Hey,” Karl squatted next to her and stroked her hair, “it’s okay. I promise to 
be quick. It won’t hurt, okay? I swear to you. If we could do this any other way, 
we would. We’re not bad people.” 

“You’re going to murder me,” she said, sobbing, “that’s something bad people 
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do.” 

“Shut the fuck up!” the leader hissed. “You and your idiot XO... you’re the 
bad people. Fucking things up with your little spy game. You had no idea what 
you were doing but almost figured it out anyway. Amazing. That stupid M-Plex 
system. If your XO had never...” he stopped himself, laughed, then continued, 
“M-Plex. We couldn’t figure out what he was saying. I’d forgotten all about M- 
Plex. Who would have thought... such a dumb oversight. Typical. So, yeah, 
you’re going to die... and, I’m not sorry to say, it’s because of some tiny hundred- 
year-old code no one remembered existed.” 

Karl let out a low growl, then said, “Sóley. Sóley? Look at me. Please, look at 
me.” She turned her eyes toward him as tears began streaking down her face; he 
wiped them away with his thumbs. “One second you’ll be here and then you 
won’t. You will feel no pain. I swear it to you, or may the gods strike down my 
entire family.” 

““What--what will--will my body disappear? Will my family know I died?” 

“Yes. They will find you here. We’re not going to make you disappear, if that 
gives you comfort. We have a suicide note you’ve written and--“ 

The leader interrupted him, “What the fuck are you telling her this shit for, 
Karl? Fuck her. She’s a traitor!” 

“Because I would want to know that I was going to have a painless death,” 
Karl said calmly. 

“You’re too sensitive for this job, Karl. How did I end up with such a ball-sack 
on my team? Hey, Adam--“ 

Suddenly there was a loud crash in the kitchen followed by an explosive boom 
as the whole apartment erupted in noise. Karl pushed Sóley down into a lying 
position on her back, then aimed a handgun toward the kitchen. A second later 
there was another loud boom and Karl’s head exploded, blood and brains flying in 
every direction. Sóley recoiled, slid off the couch, pressed her body as close to the 
floor as possible, then looked left to see a shadowy figure holding what appeared 
to be a large weapon. She inched her body away from the figure and caught sight 
of the leader lying on the floor, firing a handgun. The shadow fired back, and the 
two exchanged gunfire, over and over, the sounds so loud--each seemingly louder 
than the previous--that Sóley did the only thing she could and closed her eyes. 
Then, as suddenly as it began, the shooting stopped. 

Sóley heard nothing at all for some time... eventually daring to open her eyes. 
A second later later, a figure jumped up from the floor and ran over to her. 

“You okay, C-C-Captain?!” the unmistakable voice stuttered. 

“What the fuck, Dani?” she shouted. 

“I told you, b-b-boss! I t-t-told you! Fuckin’ c-c-conspiracy!” 

“How the hell? What the hell? Shit. We have to get out of here. They probably 
have friends.” 

“This all about T-T-Tommy Raven,” Daniel said, jumping up and down, 
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cradling a large gun. 

“Is that a shotgun?” she asked. 

“Y-yeah!” 

“How did you--where did--why are you here?“ she spattered out. 

“I g-got orders to re-report to re-retraining but was si-sick and s-stayed home. 
Then I g-got calls and hang-ups, one a-after a-an-another. Then message s-saying 
my m-mom was in an accident and to g-go to hospital! I knew s-s-something was 
up s-so I came here. I was wai-waiting for you when I saw on the news feed that 
you were wanted for murder!” 

“What?” Sóley exclaimed in surprise. “How? How could the news know 
already? Oh my...” 

“R-right, e-exactly! Con-conspiracy! Then y-you a-all sh-showed up--I was 
hi-hiding in the bu-bushes--and I s-saw them unlock the b-back door and r-ran up 
and w-waited... and h-heard what they w-were s-say-saying,” Dani said while 
swinging the shotgun around recklessly. 

“Careful!” 

“It’s em-empty. I p-put all the bullets in him,” he pointed with his chin at the 
leader’s corpse. 

“That was amazing, Dani.” 

“Th-thanks. I couldn’t let them kill you!” 

“I appreciate it!” 

“I knew... I knew th-they fig-figured us out! And s-so I--oh shit,” he pointed 
with his left hand, the shotgun now hanging lazily in his right, “you been hit!” 

“What?” She looked down and saw blood all over her chest, “No, it’s his,” she 
said, nodding toward Karl’s body. 

“N-no... Cap, you been hit!” Dani put the shotgun down, leaned over her, then 
pushed both hands down on her right shoulder; only then did she feel the pain. 

“Owww!” 

“Sorry! Sorry!” 

“Get me out of these cuffs. I have medical supplies in the bathroom. Then we 
have to get out of here.” 

“Out to wh-where?” Daniel, who hadn’t looked scared killing three men, 
appeared worried now. 

“Anywhere but here.” 

“O-okay...” 

“First, focus... and un-cuff me 

Dani carefully pushed her body forward and looked at the shackles. “I n-need 
a key.” 

“The guy whose head you blew off. He may have one somewhere.” 

Dani went to Karl’s headless body and patted him down. He looked a bit 
squeamish doing it, the mess of his handiwork not a pleasant sight. Eventually he 
found what he was looking for and returned to Sóley. “S-sorry if this hurts.” He 
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pulled her hands up, and pain shot through her back, arm, and shoulder. 

“Fuuck!” 

“Sorry, sorry.” A second later her hands were free. 

“Bathroom. Bottom shelf. Medical supplies,” she ordered, pushing the words 
out through labored breaths; the pain was increasing. 

Dani went to the bathroom, and Sóley moved her left hand over where blood 
was slowly oozing out. He returned in less than a minute with an armful of 
different medical supplies and placed them on the couch next to her. 

“That big one. Unzip the bag, but don’t apply it yet. We need to clean the 
wound and you need to look in to see how bad it is.” He did as ordered. “Now 
break open that small bag on the left... your other left... and take out the cleaning 
kit.” He fumbled with the kit but eventually got it to open. “Take the blue 
cylinder... we need to take my shirt off. Don’t make this weird for me, okay?” 

“Uhhhh... I won’t,” he said, looking terrified. 

Sóley paused to think, and considered her words. “Thank you for saving my 
life,” she said as gratefully as possible while attempting to unbutton her shirt. “But 
seriously, don’t make this weird for me.” 

“P-p-promise, Cap! P1 keep my eyes closed the wh-whole t-time.” 

“No, Dani, that’s the worst idea ever. Okay, not the worst... bringing secret 
documents to me was...” 

“B-b-but the Tommy Raven conspiracy is true!” he said defensively. 

“Maybe, but they seemed more interested in the M-Plex system. I have no idea 
why but there is something... something they felt was worth killing anyone who 
knew. Like us. And Oli--” 

“They k-ki-killed Oli?” Dani asked in a sad child-like voice. 

She nodded and cringed. “Yes. I had no idea they were listening to us. He 
called me into his office and had a bunch of evidence against us. I thought I 
needed to tell him something... then these men came in and murdered him. It was 
horrible, Dani. And I expect there will be more like them coming for us. They are 
clearly not afraid of the law. We have to hide.” 

“Oh m-man, Oli... dammit, Cap. Did I fu-fuck up?” 

Yes, you did, is what she wanted to say... but didn’t see the point. Sóley 
needed him to focus. They had to find a way out of this, but where to go? Not her 
friends, nor her family, those would be the first places they’d look. But... there 
was someone from long ago who they’d be unlikely to consider, a woman she 
never talked about even though she once loved her... an old emotional wound that 
had never been closed. Through her job she’d seen her travels; not because she 
was keeping tabs on her but because that was all there was to do when work 
required little more than following ships from one place to the next. If she still had 
feelings for her, she might be willing to help. She’d quit the Academy because of 
her... and Sóley wondered, does that type of hurt ever go away? She was hoping 
it didn’t; there really was no other option. It would be a long and difficult trip, 
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especially for fugitives, but they had to go see Halldóru... they had to travel to 
Garðabær. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Two-Scars... green light 


Officer Jackson had a nice ring to it, but Two-Scars was better. Bear may have 
given her the name to fuck with her, but she’d taken ownership of it. The scars 
had been earned by mistake but kept as a reminder of the world she’d given up to 
be there, and the lives she’d taken to stay. 

Bear, to his credit, was no longer berating her, though it was odd to transition 
from months of verbal abuse to none. Some part of her even missed it. She found 
the thought amusing and frightening at the same time. Why would anyone miss 
being assaulted endlessly? It made her wonder if she had some kind of personality 
flaw. Or was it something else? Could it really be so easy to adapt to having awful 
things being done to you? Many thoughts rolled around in her mind these days. 
Ever since being shot in the face, the trip with Bear, his talk with her about his 
family, the return home, Reporter, mission, killing two people, and crying like a 
baby in Eylifur’s arms. She felt awkward and comforted about the last part. It had 
happened... had been horrible and wonderful... and she wasn’t going to worry 
what anyone thought about it anyway. 

Two-Scars brushed the thought of it out of her mind. There was an upcoming 
event taking priority and injecting truly legitimate worry. The brothers were going 
to let her join a live broadcast... and there was the promise that there would be 
singing. She felt an enormous amount of pressure having to perform in front of the 
brothers... and actual people. The top brass would be watching for sure. The 
broadcasts were, she realized, nothing more than a publicity stunt for SYSPOL 
recruiting. She wondered why the brothers even went along with it. Bear didn’t 
seem the type to pretend, and Eylifur was unlike the persona he projected. He was 
fun, just as he seemed to be on the broadcasts, but she’d gotten to know him as a 
more introspective and caring person. During the broadcasts, he played the part of 
a silly police lieutenant who learned his lines from a prepared script, approved by 
SYSPOL command. Then Bear and Eylifur would sing songs from whatever era 
they’d chosen to close out the hour. They repeated this process every week at the 
exact same time... exact same hour. SYSPOL HQ sometimes even called them 
off missions in order to make the broadcast on-time. If SYSPOL wanted their 
recruitment numbers to keep growing, a schedule had to be kept and met. 
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Today would be her first broadcast since HQ didn’t allow probos to participate 
in them. Probationary officers had a habit of getting themselves killed which 
lowered morale; lowered recruitment; changed minds. The audience didn’t even 
need to see a death to imagine it; once they identified with the probo, and the 
recruit disappeared, even if they simply washed out, rumors often spread. There 
were already dozens of probationary officers the world could not be convinced 
were still alive... as they continued to live in the communities where they were 
born and raised. 

That was why HQ’s first two notes about propaganda broadcasts were: 

1. Don’t show probationary officers. 

2. Lies travel faster and last longer than the truth ever will. 


Two-Scars looked at the clock in her quarters and saw it was almost time for 
her debut. She sticky-boots walked into the corridor leading to the bridge nervous, 
happy, and worried she might piss herself. She was dressed in a navy-blue police 
officer’s uniform finally rid of her azure-blue probo jumpsuit. It felt incredible to 
wear the same symbols her crew-mates earned years earlier--to have her name 
displayed on the uniform, even if it wasn’t the one she wanted. I’m in good 
company. 

As she approached the bridge she could hear muffled screams and laughter. 
She couldn’t tell voices apart but knew they could only belong to the brothers. 
Antonus rarely participated. Doc Robin would sometimes get in on the final song, 
but she wasn’t much for the loud screaming. There was a small chance Izzabella 
would be there but doubtful. 

Two-Scars stopped short of entering the bridge and waited for her invitation. It 
was 0855 and her heart was beating faster than it had in the gunfight. How can I 
be more nervous about this than dying? 

As promised, at 0900 the bridge security door opened. Eylifur floated in front 
with both hands extended toward her and an enormous smile on his face. He was 
wearing his dress-uniform, a grade higher than the one she wore, and it startled 
her a bit. Was I supposed to wear my dress-uniform, not my work-uniform? She 
didn’t have a second to think about it before Eylifur grabbed her arm and pulled 
her to his side. 

“And here she is, ladies and gentlemen and children all over two worlds: 
Police Officer Virginia Jackson!” the Lieutenant announced to the world. Two- 
Scars raised her right hand in a reserved wave and smiled. Eylifur winked at her 
then gave a hearty laugh, “Come on in, Officer Jackson and say hello to 
everyone!” 

She pushed off with her sticky boots and floated inside the bridge room, 
grabbing a hold-grip near the center; a half-meter away was Bear floating and 
smiling. The brothers were in full-character, and she knew it was time for her to 
put on an act, too. “Hello, everybody!” Two-Scars shouted at the top of her lungs. 
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“Woah! We have an excited one here, don’t we little brother,” Bear said and 
followed it up with dramatic laughter. 

“Indeed! Indeedy deedy! She’s a pepper!” the Lieutenant said, his eyes full of 
Joy. 

“I’m the kind of pepper that burns the roof of your mouth, I tell ya!” she 
hollered in the most theatrical way possible. Two-Scars knew their fandom could 
be intense and unforgiving. After all, she had been one of them and knew what the 
public expected; she aimed to give it to them. More importantly, she didn’t want 
to disappoint the brothers. 

“Wild!” Bear shouted. 

Both Eylifur and Two-Scars agreed with Bear’s sentiment, yelling together, 
“Wild, baby! Wild!” as if practiced--it had not been. They both turned to look at 
each other, equally amused by it, and erupted in genuine laughter. The Lieutenant 
then began spinning left as Bear clapped to every turn; Two-Scars nodding to the 
clap-beat. Wow. I am actually here, she thought, knowing she’d earned her way 
there but feeling as if it shouldn’t be real. The man she respected most, and the 
man she once feared, along with millions--or billions--of viewers, and she was one 
of them: a participant, not just a viewer anymore. She thought about her parents at 
home... most likely watching, seeing their daughter for the first time in nearly a 
year. They’d probably been watching for months, hoping to see her... and now 
they could. 

As if he read her mind, Eylifur sang, “Hey, Officer Jaaacksooon!” 

“Hey, Lieutenant,” she sang in response. 

“Is there anyone at home you'd like to say hello to?” 

“Why, yes! Hi, Mom and Dad!” she said, waving at the camera drones floating 
in front of her. “I miss you.” Two-Scars blew several kisses. 

“Now, your parents are likely worried seeing you, because you were slightly 
injured recently, correct?” 

She’d become so used to the scars it had sort of slipped her mind how they 
might look to her parents--more Dad, Mom would be proud to know her daughter 
was getting into action. “Oh, it was nothing. It looks worse than it is.” She 
slapped the air with her hand as if to say it was a non-issue. 

“Oh, come on now, Officer Jackson. You’re being humble,” Bear interrupted. 
“This bad-ass--wait, am I allowed to say bad-ass?” Bear looked at Eylifur who 
shrugged. “Well, this bad-ass took on a group of pirates and came out with just a 
couple of scars. And--listen to this--and when the doctors offered to fix her face 
she was like ‘Nah, I’m good.” 

“Wild!” Eylifur exclaimed with surprise as if he’d never heard the story before. 

“Wild!” Bear agreed. 

Two-Scars placed both hands on her cheeks and feigned humble 
embarrassment. She looked into one of the cameras, “Battle-scars, my babies. Just 
battle-scars. Wear them with pride.” She flashed the cameras another big smile 
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and gave an exaggerated thumbs up to one. 

“Woah, did you just create a catch-phrase?” asked Eylifur. 

“I think she did!” Bear said, nodding excitedly. 

Two-Scars was confused, “What? What catch-phrase?” 

As if they’d practiced it--which was impossible--the brothers shouted, “My 
babies!” at the exact same time. 

She hadn’t even noticed and turned red with embarrassment, but quickly 
composed herself and lied, “Yep! That’s mine now,” she pointed at the cameras, “I 
get a cut of all the ‘My Babies’ revenue!” 

The brothers laughed, and Two-Scars thought it was a genuine reaction. 

“Keep that up and you’ll become the new face of SY SPOL, Jackson,” Bear 
warned her. “Soon you’ll be the most popular person in the world. Who else has 
that catch-phrase, that face, and those cool scars?” 

“Oh no! Never! Not me. I’m just little ol’ Officer Virginia Jackson. P?’ m no,” 
she paused, extending both her hands out, fingers spread, and yelled, “Tommy 
Raven! Yeah!” 

“You can be! You can be!” Eylifur proclaimed, excitedly. “The name’s up for 
grabs.” 

“Yes! Please!” Bear shouted at the cameras with a big mischievous wink and 
grin. They all laughed. 

“Anyway! Anyway. We should sing something,” Eylifur declared after their 
laughter died down. “What’s our song-of-the-week, big brother?” 

“Oh, oh, oh! We’re doing... what was it? Hold on.” Bear looked at a view- 
screen and quickly found it. “Okay! Are you ready?” 

“Yes, yes, tell me,” the Lieutenant said, closing his hands into fists, placing 
them underneath his chin, like a child waiting for a treat. 

“And you, Officer Jackson?” 

“Oh yes! Yes! Tell me, please, Sergeant! Tell me, pleeeaaasse!” 

Bear laughed. It seemed real, not like his exaggerated ones. It made her feel 
good. “Alright... the song is... wait for it... from the year nineteen hundred and 
eighty seven; the Chinese year of the Fire Rabbit...” 

Both Eylifur and Two-Scars looked at each other and mouthed a curious, 
“Oooh.” 

Bear eyed them suspiciously. “That’s what does it for you two, huh? Fire 
Rabbits? Okay. That’s fine. Now, many of you have probably never heard of this 
song... I have, but I’m old, old, old. Though, it’s from long before I was born 
despite what many of you think; I am not 200 years old!” 

“So you say,” Eylifur mocked. 

“He doesn’t look a day over 100,” Two-Scars assured the Lieutenant. 

“Ouchy. I’m like... half that, young one.” 

Eylifur giggled, “And that makes it better?” 

“See? See what I have to deal with? No respect for his elders. Such a shame. 
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To think I practically raised you!” 

“So then you’re to blame for my behavior,” Eylifur shot back, and Two-Scars 
howled. 

Bear shook his head, “I’m clearly too smart for my own good.” 

“The song! The song! We need the song, prehistoric one,” Eylifur demanded, 
clapping his hands together in mock prayer. 

“Fine! It’s... Casanova!” As soon as Bear said it, the music started to play and 
the words appeared on the screen with a melody dot directing them when to start. 

As they performed for their audience, even in the excitement of everything, 
Two-Scars noticed a blinking green light on the EMC. It brought her back to 
reality for a brief moment. Soon they would be back in the game, risking their 
lives, rushing to someone lost in the darkness. Night would bring more 
challenges. But for now there is joy, she thought, and pushed the worrying 
thoughts out of her mind, raised her voice, and sang loudest. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Sóley... stone statue 


Sóley didn’t think she was going to make it. They’d attempted to keep her 
wounds clean, but the hike to Garðabær was tougher than even her pessimistic 
expectations could have imagined. Her entire right side felt as if it had been 
soaked in fuel and set ablaze. Sdley’s left arm was around Dani’s shoulder, and he 
was carrying all of her weight, her legs lacking the strength to even assist him. 
After their escape, they had taken the troopers’ car, but abandoned it after seeing 
cops at a checkpoint. Sóley had thought they could make the 40 kilometers to 
Halldora’s old property on-foot, but she became extremely sick after about 20 
kilometers and vomited everything in her stomach. Dani had tried to help hydrate 
her again but she threw that up too. Every subsequent attempt to feed or hydrate 
resulted in the same. Sóley had lost all the nutrients she needed to survive, and 
they were still well short if they were even going in the right direction. And with 
no end in sight, she decided to tell him, “Leave me,” but the words came out in 
mumbles. 

“What, Cap? What you say?” Dani asked, winded. 

“Leave me,” she tried again, but only air and a bit of noise escaped her lips. 

“Almost there,” he replied, clearly not understanding, clearly lying. She could 
see in front of them, and there were no structures as far as her eyes could see other 
than the dome overhead. “I’d k-kill for some ice-cream. Noodle f-flavored ice- 
cream with peanuts and chocolate c-covered rice balls,” he said dreamily. She 
would have laughed but lacked the strength. Sooner or later he wouldn’t have any 
either, and they would both fall and die out in the wasteland between Krummi and 
Garðabær. Some scavenger or miner would eventually find their bones... maybe 
in 2 days, or weeks, or years. And what would the report about them say? Two 
traitorous corpses found? “Cap... I nuh-need to d-drink and eat the rest of our f- 
foo-food, okay?” 

“Go ahead,” is what she said, but it came out as a sad groan. She hoped he 
understood anyway... and the sound of him opening a canteen followed by water 
hitting the ground meant he probably did. Shortly after, she heard Dani chomping 
on food. Sóley took it as a good sign, closed her eyes, and quickly fell asleep. 

When she opened her eyes again someone was standing over her. The person’s 
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face looked familiar but... rougher, less innocent. Why did you get so old, 
Halldóra? Sóley thought drunkenly. 

“Get up! Get the fuck up! Why the fuck are you here, Sóley? Are you trying to 
get me killed? Everyone is looking for you? What the fuck did you do? You 
murdered people?” Halldóra yelled. 

Sóley tried to speak but lacked the strength. 

“Sh-she’s ba-badly hurt!” Dani pleaded. 

“Why the fuck are you here? I haven’t seen you in years. Get out! I don’t want 
you here! Get away before someone calls the police!” 

“P-please! W-we didn’t d-do it! Sh-she s-said y-you’d help! Y-you’re our only 
ho-hope! Please!” Dani pleaded. Sóley didn’t think his words were convincing 
and opened her mouth to speak. But, before she could draw out a word, Dani 
pulled out a handgun and aimed it at Halldóra then sputtered, ““W-w-we need your 
help!” 

“No, Dani! No!” she tried to shout but only a moan escaped her lips as 
Halldóra recoiled and retreated into the house, Dani chasing after her. God, no, 
Dani! You should never be allowed to have a gun again. Soley felt the world turn 
black, then gray... sound felt distant to her ears, but somewhere in the fog of her 
fevered reality were crashes and a boom. And another. She tried to roll to her left 
side but ended up rolling over her wounded shoulder. The shock of pain brought 
her back into the world for a moment, and she could hear voices screaming 
followed by sounds of a fight. “Dani!” Sóley shouted. “Dani, stop!” She couldn’t 
see where they were, but the sounds were close. When no one responded and the 
rumbling and shouting continued, she decided to try and get up. Sóley rolled left 
this time, more aware of her body, and somehow got into a sitting position without 
passing out. She could sense the fight getting closer and knew she had to 
intervene before it got out of hand--before Dani did something stupid. Suddenly, 
Dani and Dora came rolling out of a room on her left and hit the floor in front of 
her. 

Halldóra had a shotgun in her arms, and Dani was fighting for control of it. 
The two had both arms wrapped around the length of the weapon and were using 
every ounce of strength to hang-on to whatever grip they could find. Sóley didn’t 
want to wait for either of them to gain control of the shotgun and screamed, 
“Dani! Dora! Stop this right now!” But they either didn’t care to listen or were 
too focused on their fight to react. She had to do something quickly and, though 
Dani saved her life, it was Halld6ra’s help she needed now. Using all of her 
available strength, Sóley got up and went over to a half-meter sized warrior posed 
stone statue on a nearby mantelpiece. She almost laughed when she noticed what 
it was. On the base was a small metal plaque with worn letters, but she could 
make out most of them: 

E r rH n ein bekk sem Tom Raven-‘Th Sav of E th’ og het 
all Ydal 
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She grabbed the head of the man whose disappearance inexplicably brought 
them to this point and swung the statue down, striking Dani in the face. It didn’t 
knock him unconscious but made him stop fighting long enough for Halldóra to 
gain control of the shotgun and get up. She aimed the weapon at Soley. “Don’t 
move!” 

Exhaustion hit Sóley, and she crumbled to her knees dropping the statue as 
Dani screamed at her for hitting him. “Sorry, Dani, but we need her,” she said in 
an exhale. 

“Need me? What makes you think Pll help you?” Halldóra yelled, rage in her 
eyes. 

“I don’t know that you’ll help me, Dora, but if you don’t, I will die.” She 
paused as the energy in her body drained. “I’m gonna pass out... so I beg you to 
save my life. Please, Dóra. Because you once loved me and I you.” 

“Bullshit!” she barked. 

“It’s not... I was young and stupid. I regret what I did. If nothing else, I hope 
you know I never forgot about us.” It was the truth, and necessary to say... in 
order to get her to do what she needed. 

“So you say,” she replied. She didn’t know if it was the dizziness or if Dora 
actually relaxed her grip on the weapon, but before Sóley passed out she needed 
to make one last attempt to convince her to save their lives. 

“Dora, my love for you never died. And if you don’t help me now, I 
guarantee...” she sucked in air, “I will be killed. Only you can--” the world 
swayed back and forth, then rushed up at her from the right side, impacting on her 
wounded shoulder; to her surprise, there was no pain. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


Two-Scars... a single purple strand 


They had been burning engines continuously for longer than Two-Scars was 
used to. They normally used the hold-grips to fling themselves through the micro- 
gravity but now used them as climbing steps. Considering the amount of 
preparation Bear had them performing, her muscles were at the brink of 
exhaustion. They normally trained with resistance weights in order to maintain 
proper muscle tone and bone structure, but she’d gotten so used to the micro- 
gravity that this amount of time without it felt unnatural. Early in her service on 
the ship, she’d felt nauseous floating around and had taken weeks to feel 
comfortable. But once she did, floating around everywhere became her favorite 
part of being in space. 

She’d been on a linear-acceleration ship before, but those were designed with 
aft engine-generated force of gravity in mind meaning rooms, ladders, and 
bulkheads were stacked left-to-right as if bottom-to-top. This ship, however, 
wasn’t designed for long-term burns and the hull, bulkheads, doors, hold-grips, 
and ladders were mostly meant for moving around in micro-gravity. This meant 
that, under power, the bulkhead doors had to be opened bottom-to-top when 
moving toward the bridge, and top-to-bottom when moving away from it. Under 
these conditions, a person could easily make a mistake and fall several meters to 
the next section. 

“Hey, Two-Scars, how goes it?” Doc Robin said from above, waiting to pass. 

“Sorry. Moving as fast as I can here,” Two-Scars said as she picked up the 
pace and climbed up into the corridor with Robin. 

“How are you feeling?” Robin asked as she slid down through the opening 
before Two-Scars could turn around. 

“My muscles are getting a good workout. I feel it throughout my whole body.’ 

“Tell me about it. I feel old! Have you seen what this is doing to my hair?” 
Doc said, pointing at the clump of hair draped sadly over her shoulders. 

Two-Scars studied the mess for a moment before barking, “You’re crazy. Tie 
that back, Doc!” 

“No. It takes too long to get right. We’re almost there. They’! cut engines 
soon, and my hair will be pretty again.” 
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“We’re almost there?” No one had told her. 

“Yeah, they didn’t tell you?” Doc said surprised. 

“No one tells me anything,” Two-Scars grumbled. 

“Did you ask?” Doc Robin said with a smirk. “I ask. That’s why they tell me.” 

“Asking has always been an issue for me,” Two-Scars admitted. “Thought 
maybe we were going to that ship that went missing a few weeks back.” 

“We'll see,” Doc said, “I have to run. Like... literally.” She used her hands to 
mimic a running motion, and it made Two-Scars chuckle. “Anyway, talk later. 
Good luck.” With that, Robin quickly disappeared into the infirmary corridor. 


Two-Scars’ arrival on the bridge was met with silence. The Lieutenant, 
Sergeant, and Corporal were all busy looking at their respective consoles, no one 
saying anything, and it made her feel out of place. “Got anything for me to do?” 
she asked and waited for a response... but got nothing. She cleared her throat... 
still nothing. This reminded her of those times she’d caught the Lieutenant in one 
of his deep-thought moments. Except now they were all doing it. Great. 

“Engine shutdown in 5 minutes,” Bear suddenly announced. 

“Copy,” Eylifur responded. 

And there was silence again. Annoyed, Two-Scars shouted, “Hey, Sarge, you 
big ugly idiot!” 

Bear’s head spun in her direction, and he looked as if someone had just woken 
him up from a deep sleep, “Huh?” 

“What is going on is what I asked.” 

“Oh, yeah. Hey, LT?” Bear replied. 

“Huh?” Eylifur responded, looking up with the same expression of confusion. 

Two-Scars rolled her eyes, growled, then said, “Lieutenant, this humble officer 
is inquiring about the disposition of this crew, mission, and command’s state of 
mind, if you would be so kind as to share.” Being exposed to Bear’s attitude for 
all these months had made her brave and sarcastic. 

It seemed to snap him out of a haze. “Right. My apologies, Two-Scars.” 

“It’s quite alright,” she lied. 

“We’re answering a ship in distress. It’s been out here for some time. We 
needed to get here as quickly as possible due to the sensitive nature of their 
predicament.” 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“Not anywhere we want to be for long,” Bear replied. 

Eylifur pointed at her several times as if he’d forgotten her name, “Uhhbhh, 
you, go into the ready-station and run through the checklist for our equipment. 
Make sure everything is solid. We’re all on this one. Bear and Antonus will go 
together. You are with me. Doc will be our eyes and ears.” 

“Wait one, though,” Bear interjected, “we’re cutting engines soon. You'll be 
able to float through the ship again.” 
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Two-Scars gave a short pumped fist and whispered, “Finally!” 
Eylifur picked up his head and said, “What’s finally?” 
Oh, so now you hear me fine? “Nothing, Lieutenant,” she lied. 


They arrived at their destination not long after engine cut-off. 

“Suit up. We’re coming to you,” Bear’s voice said over the operations channel. 
She was already in most of her armor and was climbing into the legs when Bear, 
followed by Antonus, and lastly Eylifur arrived. The four geared up and helped 
each other get some of the life-support equipment on-line. 

“I’m here with Winston. He 5 telling me I should press the match-velocity 
thing,” Doc Robin’s voice informed them. Instinctively, Two-Scars cringed in 
anticipation of Bear’s response to the new name. 

“Stop calling it Winston! I’m putting my foot down, goddammit!” he shouted 
over all the comms channels at once. 

“Thats what it wants to be called,” Robin explained. 

“I’m not in the mood for this. Pick a new name or I’m going back to calling 
you Avram.” 

“I have always been particularly interested in the consistency of porcupine 
quills,” Winston, once Avram, said over the radio. 

“You want me to call you Porcupine Quill?” 

“Is that an option, Sergeant?” 

“Hmmmm... only if we make it Porcupine Thorn, I don’t like the way quill 
sounds.” 

“But its technically a quill or a spine, not a thorn.” 

“Don’t like spine! No quill! No spine! Thorn or we’ll call you Fuck-Face 
Bear shouted angrily. 

“Porcupine Thorn is acceptable.” 

“Great! Accepted! Holy shit... this fuckin’ moron--“ 

“T am of far superior intellect than you,” the newly named Porcupine Thorn 
said. 

“This highly intelligent moron,” Bear corrected. 

“That is completely cont--“ 

“Shut up or Pll call you a porcupine’s shit-hole.” When there was no response, 
Bear smiled and said, ““Wonderful,” satisfied with himself. 

“Okay... so, now that this super important matter has been settled,” Doc 
Robin said, “/’m pushing the button before we crash into this ship... which, mind 
you, already looks a mess.” The boosters engaged, and the four felt the force on 
their bodies inside the room. 

“Let’s move to the airlock,” Eylifur ordered. As the group did, they were met 
by Izzabella. 

“Request to come along,” Izzabella said to the Lieutenant. 

“Absolutely not,” Bear said angrily. 
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“Sorry, no can do. Please turn all those requests in ahead of time, Reporter,” 
Eylifur suggested. 

“I did. I did exactly that. I asked to be allowed on your next mission, and you 
approved.” 

“PI look at my records when we get back. There’s no time now. Sorry, 
Reporter,” Eylifur told her. 

She does not look happy, Two-Scars thought as they left Izzabella behind. 
Tough shit. 


They lined up with the aft airlock of the ship so that Bear and Antonus could 
go in through the cargo hold section. Eylifur and Two-Scars would take the 
shuttle to the forward airlock. The aft team would go first in case there were 
enemies on board, giving the forward team more than enough time to enter 
without incident. 

Eylifur piloted the shuttle with Two-Scars hanging out of the right side. As 
they traveled along the length of the old ship, she could see a massive amount of 
damage to the hull. There was also a mountain-ton of debris floating around the 
ship. 

“Bodies at your 2 o’clock,” Eylifur informed her over local-talk. A second 
later they passed the corpses. 

“What the fuck happened?” Two-Scars asked. 

“No idea, but those bodies are not from this ship,” he told her. 

“How do you know?” she asked. 

“I just do,” Eylifur replied, sounding as if he did not want to be asked more. 

Two-Scars could see a few large holes in the hull, and the light on her helmet 
revealed the sections had automatically locked-down preventing the whole ship 
from depressurizing. “If there are survivors, they are very lucky to make it 
through whatever happened here,“ she thought out-loud. 

““We’re here,” he answered, and she saw they were at the forward airlock. 

Two-Scars attached a cable to a loop-link several centimeters below the door 
and secured their craft. She next attempted to hack the entry terminal but quickly 
realized the craft was running on too little power to operate the airlock. “I have to 
manually depressurize the room,” she informed the team over the operations 
channel. 

“Same,” said Bear’s voice. 

After several minutes of turning a manual crank, Two-Scars was able to pull 
the door open which meant the airlock was fully depressurized. “I’m ready on this 
end,” she told Eylifur. 

“You ready on your end, aft team?” Eylifur asked. 

“Ready,” said Bear’s voice. 

“Begin the assault,” Eylifur commanded. 

“Copy. Beginning assault,” Bear replied. They waited several seconds before 
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they heard from Bear again.“Command, there are no souls in the aft airlock 
section. Holding before making entry in the cargo area, over.” 

“Copy. We’ll begin making entry,” Eylifur said, then nodded his head and 
gave her one thumb up. “We’ll let you know when we’re inside, over.” 

“Copy. Holding until then,” Bear answered. 

Two-Scars opened the airlock and let her cam droids reconnoiter; she entered 
once confident there was no one inside. The Lieutenant followed and closed the 
airlock door, then turned the manual crank to pressurize the room. They would not 
be able to open the inner door until this room was fully pressurized. After several 
minutes, her suit’s environment pressure-gauge read /-atm indicating the room 
was at roughly standard Earth atmospheric pressure. 

Two-Scars went to open the door, but Eylifur stopped her by placing his hand 
on it. “Hold on, I’m taking point,” he said over local-talk. 

“What? Why?” She caught herself. “Respectfully, it is my--“ 

“I know,” he said, cutting her off, “but I’m taking point.” Sensing her 
hesitation, he lowered his voice and promised, “T 1l be fine.” 

“It is your command,” she said, unhappy about the decision, knowing Bear 
was going to be pissed. 

Eylifur yanked the airlock inner door open and moved quickly through the 
forward section toward the bridge. Save for the lights on their helmets, it was 
pitch-black inside and Two-Scars felt a surge of panic as she saw him abandon 
basic safety protocols. They were assaulting without cam droids, not checking 
cross-sections, not waiting for backup, and pushing through without any 
information about the craft. It made no sense. 

“We’re moving in, assault your section, now,” Eylifur finally told Bear over 
the operations channel. 

“Copy. On the way,” Bear said. 

Two-Scars was frantically checking left, right, and their rear when the 
Lieutenant announced over all the channels, “At the bridge entrance, about to 
make entry.” 

She put her hand on his back, tapped his shoulder twice, and said, “With you. 
Ready.” 

“Brother, we found something really fucked up,” Bear’s voice reported. 

“What you got?” Eylifur asked. 

“Come to me,” Bear’s voice said. 

“We’re making entry. Wait one.” Eylifur then switched to local-talk. “I’m 
going right, you go left, understood?” 

“Understood.” Again they were going into a completely dark area with no cam 
droids. This is insanity. 

“Go, go, go!” he commanded, and they both moved inside. 

The light on her helmet revealed shadows and several bodies, one directly in 
front of her; she moved closer to it to verify. “I have something,” she told the 
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Lieutenant over local-talk. 

“Me too,” he answered back. 

The body was floating on its side, and she could see the arms were locked at 
the back. She rolled it over and saw it was a man with a thick beard. He looked 
pale but not bloated. She activated the suit’s medical analysis device and received 
a clear indication of life. “I’ve got a survivor here; white male; roughly 195 
centimeters; 40 years of age; weathered; likely Ydalic,” she said over the 
operations channel. 

“Copy that. We got only dead here. Shit-loads of dead, mostly Ydalics,” Beat’s 
voice said. 

The man had an IV in his arm. Alive and bound. “Hey, Lieutenant, I think this 
man is a prisoner,” Two-Scars informed him over local-talk. She waited for a 
response but did not get one. “LT?” Nothing. “Lieutenant?” Nothing. What’s 
going on? She scanned her section for more bodies and saw two figures floating 
roughly three meters to her right. They were both small, curled up in a fetal 
position, one holding the other. They were also attached to IV’s. “Other possible 
life sighted. I think we have more survivors here,” she said over local-talk again 
and still the Lieutenant did not respond. Two-Scars searched more of her section, 
found no other bodies, and determined the left side was secure. She next searched 
the right and saw Eylifur hunched over near the bulkhead. She moved toward him 
and, as she did, noticed he had removed his helmet and was cradling a body. As 
she got closer, Two-Scars’ light revealed the body to be that of a young dark- 
skinned woman with multicolored braided hair of yellows, greens, and reds, a 
single purple strand clasping them all in place. The woman was also wearing the 
uniform of an Ydalir Militia ship commander with the insignia of a full-bird 
colonel on the chest. 

As Eylifur cradled the woman in his arms, Two-Scars heard him say, “Leinee, 
can you hear me? Leinee?” There was fear in his voice. 

He knows her? “Lieutenant? Who is this?” she asked. 

His eyes looked up at her with a fear she’d never seen from him before, as if 
pleading for her to help him. It startled her to see him this way. “I’m... I... I don’t 
want to...” he tried, unable to finish the words. 

“What is it, Lieutenant?” 

“Can you scan her? Is she? Is she... okay? Please...” 

Two-Scars placed a hand on Eylifur’s shoulder. “Right away,” she told him, 
then scanned the body and found a slow heart rate. “She’s alive.” 

His head bent down as if released from great tension. “Thank god. Thank 
god.” 

“I think they are all asleep,” Two-Scars told him. “I don’t know how long 
they’ve been here, but I’m guessing they sedated themselves to slow their 
metabolism.” It was what they taught spacers to do if rescue was going to take 
longer than supplies could sustain them. 
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He suddenly seemed to snap out of his troubled state. “You got an adrenalin 
shot?” 

“Yeah. I do. In my yellow side-pack. Take it.” She twisted her torso, so the 
Lieutenant could get what he needed. He quickly removed the shot. 

“Do I give her the full thing? Doc? Doc, do I give full adrenalin shot to a 
patient in anesthetically induced coma?” he asked. 

“Uhh, what,” Doc Robin’s voice said over the operations channel, clearly 
unaware of what they were doing. 

“I have a survivor who appears to be in an anesthetically induced coma. How 
much of the adrenalin shot do I administer?” 

“Oh, quarter. Then apply quarter every five minutes until the injector is 
finished,” Doc Robin informed him. 

Eylifur took a cap off the front loader of the adrenalin injector, moved a 
selector, then placed the end to the young woman’s neck and pressed down. At 
first nothing happened... then her hand twitched. After a few more seconds the 
woman lifted her hand slightly and settled it on the left side of Eylifur’s face. She 
then opened her eyes slowly, blinked a few times, and finally seemed to settle her 
focus on his face. 

“Hi Leinee,” he said with a knowing smile. 

“Tommy?” the Colonel asked sleepily. 

“It’s me,” he said, lifting himself slightly so she could see him better in Two- 
Scars’s light. 

“Ts it really you, Tommy?” she asked, squeezing her eyes shut, then opening 
them again. 

“It’s me, I swear,” he replied. 

“I thought it was a dream,” she whispered then lifted herself up, grabbed the 
back of his neck, pulled him close, and kissed him. They held the kiss for a time 
before she finally pulled away, leaving the Lieutenant looking stunned. Her 
fingers then stroked his lips as she smiled and drowsily said, “I really missed you, 
Tommy Hrafns,” she shook her head as if joggling out haze and corrected, 
“Raven, whatever...” 

A warm smile appeared on his face as he said, “You may call me whatever you 
like. And I really missed you too, Leinee Iravani.” He bent his head down closer 
to hers, and Two-Scars thought they were going to kiss again. 

“Wait... I just remembered something,” the Colonel said in a slurring whisper 
before closing her eyes. 

“What’s that?” Eylifur asked, leaning in. There was quiet for a few seconds 
and Two-Scars wondered if the woman had lost consciousness. 

Suddenly the Colonel opened her eyes, grabbed Eylifur by the back of the 
neck again, pulled his head down close to hers and hissed, “You’re a fucking 
asshole!” Then her hand lost its grip, her eyes closed, and her body went limp. 
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PART 4 


CONFESSION 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Aleina... rage 


Aleina woke up to blinding light. “Fuck me,” she mumbled under her breath 
while attempting to block the brightness with her hand. She blinked several times 
waiting for her eyes to adapt to the light. When they did, Aleina could finally see 
some features in the room: white bulkhead; white table; white cabinet. Zs this a 
medical unit? she wondered. She blinked a few more times. Where am I? 

“How do you feel?” someone asked. 

Aleina looked in the direction of the voice and saw a woman wearing a 
standard SYSPOL medic’s uniform displaying a thick thatch of red hair standing 
straight up as if at military attention. “Fine? I think... who are you, if I may ask?” 

The woman smiled. “They call me Doc Robin, Colonel. I am The Night’s 
medic.“ 

Aleina’s heart jumped. “The Ravens Night?” she asked, rattled. How? 

The medic smiled and said proudly, “The one and only!” 

Tommy found us? Thats impossible. I’m dreaming. Aleina looked around the 
room, then at her hands. She moved her feet and sucked in air through her nose; 
she could smell clean sheets and the hot metal scent that permeated space vessels. 
Okay... not a dream. But how? “\’ma bit confused, Doc. How did I end up 
here?” 

“As far as I know, we followed your distress signal,” the Doc said with a 
shrug. 

The signal... the one I didnt send. She remembered the mysterious event on 
Independence right before most of the power went out for good. So a signal went 
to the Ravens Night? But how? “Where’s Tommy?” she demanded, knowing she 
needed to see him... because it had been forever since she had, but also because 
she needed answers. 

“The Lieutenant is currently on your ship,“ Doc Robin said, then paused for a 
few seconds before continuing, “Accounting for--“ she stopped herself, appearing 
to carefully consider her next words. 

“The dead,” Aleina finished for Doc, rubbing her temples to stave off the 
beginnings of a headache. 
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“Yes... I am very sorry, Colonel.” 

Aleina sighed. “Thank you.” She squeezed her eyes shut before asking, “What 
about the survivors?” 

“We have two of your crew just on the other side of this compartment.” 

“Two?” she said, startled. “There should be three, along with a prisoner.” 

“The prisoner is on your ship for the time being. Transfer is by authority of the 
vessel commander. The Lieutenant didn’t want to do anything without your say- 
so. As for the third, one of your crew... the Inuit--” 

“Private Kata Runningwolf,” Aleina interrupted. 

“Yes, Colonel. The Private regained consciousness quickly and has been 
assisting our team on your vessel. I believe she’s currently resting in one of the 
quarters on your ship. Would you like for me to request--” 

“That’s fine,” Aleina said, waving her hand, “no need. I would like to see the 
survivors and then transfer over to my ship.” 

“Absolutely, Colonel. Let me unlatch you from the bed, and PII take you to 
them.” 


The first Independence crew-member she saw was Yellow Wolf. Katy had 
been patched up by the Doc, but her body and face seemed sunken and corpse- 
like. It worried Aleina. “What is the prognosis?” she asked, holding the young 
trooper’s hand. 

“Not great. She needs time. I’ve done as much as I can. A real doctor with 
better equipment will definitely help. To be candid, I have no idea how she 
survived without proper medical care. How long were you in the sedated coma? 
Do you know? By your dehydration levels, I suspected months.” 

“What’s today’s date?” 

“8 June.” 

Slept through my birthday. “It’s been more than two months.” You finally hit 
the proverbial wall, she thought out of instinct, an old joke from when they were 
kids and twenty-eight seemed old. 

“You were right on the edge of fatal dehydration. Another week, maybe, and 
you'd be gone.” 

Aleina weighed the thought. At the brink of death. “Of all the people, Tommy 
came,” she said out loud. 

“You sound surprised. Tommy Raven always comes through,” the medic said 
with pride not understanding what Aleina meant. 

“Not always, Doc,” Aleina said, remembering when he hadn’t. But this time, 
when she needed another miracle... the message... before the lights went out... 

“The Lieutenant I know always does. You are old friends, right?” Doc Robin 
asked with a friendly smile. 

“Affirmative... old friends,” she whispered as ancient memories tumbled 
around. Years of imagining being with Tommy again had been little more than 


103 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


fantasy too improbable to seriously believe. But I am on The Night now, and 
Tommy is near, she thought as painful fears closed in. Aleina knew she needed to 
regain control before they became overwhelming. Get out, kid! the Colonel 
barked inside her head, then said, “I need to see my XO... the Major.” 

“Oh, of course. Right away. Follow me.” Doc Robin floated over to a third 
compartment in the infirmary and pulled the slide-door open. Inside, the Colonel 
could see Major Fjallhafsins strapped to a bed, on her back, eyes closed. 

“Her condition?” the Colonel asked. 

“Well on her way to a full recovery. She should be awake soon,” Doc Robin 
said. 

“I need you to tell me the second she is awake. The second.” 

“You have my word, Colonel, of course. She is your XO.” 

“Very good. Point me to wherever I need to go to get on my ship.” 

“Exit left, down two corridors, make another left, and the ship is docked with 
your aft airlock.” 

“Thank you. I don’t need an escort. I can find my way,” the Colonel said with 
a nod. 

“You may want some painkillers for that shoulder,” Doc Robin said before the 
Colonel could leave. “I gave you a local anesthetic. I don’t know how much it 
hurts without it, but it will wear off in an hour and the pain may be unpleasant.” 

“No need, Doc. I'll take the pain,” the Colonel said, not wanting to cloud her 
thinking. Aleina was about to see Tommy for the first time in a decade, and there 
was no way to know what it would feel like to be in the same room with him 
again, or who would be in control when it happened. 


The Colonel crossed over to the Independence through the aft airlock--the 
same place their troubles had started months earlier. As soon as she entered the 
cargo hold, she could see it had been thoroughly cleaned up. There was only one 
person floating in the middle of the room busy looking at a handheld device. She 
knew his face well. It was Bear. 

“Hey, kissy-face!” he shouted excitedly when he saw her. She had no idea 
what he meant, but his glee unnerved her resolve and Aleina’s anxiety woke up. 

“Hey, old man,” she said with a forced smile in an attempt to dissuade him 
from being a limp-dick--remembering he had ways of needling even the best of 
people. 

He laughed. “Holy shit, kissy-face. How long has it been? Twenty years?” 

“Id have been eight if it was twenty,” she muttered. Only seconds into seeing 
Bear again, and he was already annoying her. 

“You all look eight to me, kid.” 

“Don’t call me kid,” she snapped, eyeing his rank insignia, “Sergeant.” She 
was an Ydalir Militia Colonel, and the commander of this ship. Bear had been a 
Federation officer once, so he knew damn well she earned his respect on this 
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vessel. She wasn’t about to be talked down to by him. 

“You got it, Colonel kissy-face,” he tossed back. 

Aleina’s face grew hot with anger. “What in the fuck are you going on about? 
What is this kissy-face shit?” 

“Stand down, Sergeant,” came a familiar voice, as Tommy Raven, the Savior 
of Earth, floated into the room landing on the hull with his sticky-boots. 

He was taller than she remembered. His hair was longer and curlier too. And 
the contours of his toned body... clearly defined in the tight SYSPOL coveralls. 
There was an air of confidence about him that did not exist back in their day. He 
was a grown man, a commander in his own right, and the obsession of billions of 
people on Earth. She had not been in the same room with him since before the 
incident brought him fame, back when they said goodbye with promises dangling 
in the air... before he broke her heart. 

“Colonel Iravani,” he said with a slight smile, “I am very happy to see you 
alive.” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said evenly, trying not to sound rattled. 7 don t 
know what I’m feeling right now but I know this is weird. Aleina sensed her heart- 
rate increasing and worried Tommy could tell. 

His face brightened into a big smile. “Leinee... I didn’t know if I’d ever see 
you again.” 

“I can’t help but see you everywhere,” she joked, trying to appear calm and 
playful. 

He cringed, and she thought he might turn red with embarrassment. “Yeah... 
we've definitely come a long way, huh?” 

Now near him, just meters away, she felt a set of emotions ranging from 
wanting to hold him to wanting to repeatedly punch him in the mouth hard enough 
to knock out all his teeth. There was also the uncomfortable feeling of trying to 
have a catchup conversation where so many of her own had died; where her entire 
universe had been uprooted by men she thought were on her side. Aleina knew 
she needed to talk to Tommy about all of it, but there was doubt in her mind. He 
was SYSPOL now, and there was the unresolved issue between them--How was I 
so easy to discard? But what other options did she have? She needed to dismiss 
the personal issues for now and focus on what was important. She needed to take 
control. “Look, we can exchange pleasantries about the past in here, but I have 
things I need to speak to you about in private, Lieutenant,” the Colonel said, 
hoping she could trust him. 

“Why, so you can kiss him again?” Bear laughed. 

And with that, the old man knocked her off track. “What the hell do you mean 
by that?” she snapped. Had Tommy told Bear about them? Why would he bring 
that up now? It had been so long ago. Tommy didn’t seem the type, but then he 
hadn’t seemed the type to leave and never talk to her again either. 

“Bear, quit it,’ Tommy warned. 
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“No, Bear, don’t quit it,” she egged him on, wanting to hear it. 

“Hey, Lieutenant, Leinee doesn’t want me to quit it!” Bear squealed with 
delight. 

“How are you so old and so childish?” Aleina growled. 

“Hah! At least I’m not sucking face with my rescuers.” He pantomimed a kiss 
and said in a high-pitch voice, “Oh, Tommy Raven, you saved me!” 

Aleina glared at him as if he just told her the Earth was flat. “What is wrong 
with you?” 

“Bear, goddammit, shut the fuck up!” Tommy yelled, and by the surprise on 
Bear’s face, he’d never been yelled at by his little brother before. 

“Sorry, Lieutenant,” Bear replied in a timid voice. 

Aleina’s impatience grew, and she turned to look at Tommy and barked, “I 
want to know what he is talking about!” 

“Nothing. Forget about it,” Tommy said, trying to dismiss it. 

It only made her angrier, “No, Lieutenant, I will not forget about it.” 

“I--I don’t--I don’t think--“ Tommy stammered. 

“Spit it out, Lieutenant,” she demanded. 

Tommy stood in front of her muttering something under his breath. It was 
Bear who spoke, “Look, I apologize for being a dick, okay? We haven’t seen each 
other in a while, maybe you forgot, but I say stupid shit.” 

Aleina almost laughed. “You think I’d forget you’re an idiot?” 

“Ouch... but acceptable... anyway, when you woke up--“ 

“This isn’t necessary,” Tommy interrupted. “It wasn’t your fault. You were on 
drugs. It doesn’t count.” 

“What doesn’t count?” she asked. 

“The kiss,” Bear blurted. “The stupid kiss. The thing--look I didn’t mean to 
make this all serious. I didn’t--I didn’t know you didn’t--” 

“Bear,” Aleina said, cutting off his rambling, “what... fucking... kiss?” It was 
taking a tremendous amount of emotional energy to maintain the facade that she 
was not coming completely unglued. 

“It’s no big deal. He brought you out of your coma and you kissed him,” Bear 
said with as calm and reasonable a voice as he could manage. 

She closed her eyes, trying to process the words. Jn a drugged state... I kissed 
Tommy? Before getting the chance to figure out my true, sober feelings. It was a 
disaster, but Aleina couldn’t let them know how much it affected her. She opened 
her eyes and peered at Tommy with unmistakable judgment. 

Tommy reacted by turning his head away awkwardly as if hit by a sudden 
heat. “I’m very sorry,” he said, sheepishly. 

“It’s fine, Lieutenant,” she lied. 

“I--I hope so, I’m truly sorry, I--really, sorry,” Tommy continued to stammer. 

Aleina could feel rage building and knew she needed to leave, unsure how 
much longer she could maintain control of her facial muscles. “I’d like to go 
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through whatever you collected in here,” she said, skipping the conversation she 
meant to have a moment earlier. 

“Of--of course, you do. Right away. P1 walk--” 

“Just tell me where you stored it and I'll get it myself,” she interrupted, not 
wanting to be near Tommy for another second. 

“Of course, Colonel,” he said with fear in his eyes. “We placed everything we 
collected on your bridge. But--uhhh--just so you understand, by SYSPOL rules, I 
have to have an officer with you when you go through--” 

“Who you got?” she interrupted, ready to explode. 

“I thought maybe 7 could--” 

“Who else?” she interrupted again, this time louder. 

“I suppose Bear could--” 

“Dear God, are you fucking kidding me?” she laughed, exasperated. 

“The rookie?” he said, timidly. 

“Excellent,” she roared with relief, glad to have someone--anyone--she didn’t 
know. “TIl loiter by the bridge entryway until then!” she announced, then moved 
toward the main corridor bulkhead before Tommy could say anything else. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Two-Scars... the Colonel 


Two-Scars received orders by way of Antonus, through Bear, from Eylifur, to 
stay with and observe Colonel Iravani. She hurried to the Independence’s bridge 
excited by the prospect of being around someone new, especially when that 
someone was from Eylifur’s past. Unfortunately, reality did not match up to 
expectations as Iravani ignored her while combing through the evidence. Two- 
Scars thought she could break the silence by forcing a conversation about mutual 
friendships. “So you’ve known Eylifur for a while, huh?” 

The Colonel paused what she was doing to give Two-Scars a quizzical look. 
“Ts that what you call him?” 

“I call him Lieutenant, mostly.” 

“Right, I imagine. But even his mother called him Tommi,” the Colonel said, 
before returning to the rummaging. One pile of boxes had red trooper gear, the 
other belonged to the Independence crew. Iravani was busy looking through the 
red trooper junk. 

“I like his birth name and he lets me use it,” Two-Scars said defensively. 

“Aren’t you special,” the Colonel said, not looking up. 

Two-Scars felt judged, “I’m not--I don’t think of it like that. No.” 

“You know what, kid? If you’re going to be my watchdog, how about we talk 
about something other than Tommy?” 

Kid... not even Bear called her that anymore. “Sure. What do you want to talk 
about?” 

“Nothing, Jackson, if that’s okay with you,” she said while continuing her 
work. 

“This is your ship. We’ll do whatever you want, Colonel.” Why do I get the 
feeling I’m only going to say things that annoy you? 

“Excellent. So I can lock you up in a nearby room? Because that’s what I want 
right now,” Iravani said still not looking at her. 

“I have my orders to stick by you. This is a crime scene and we have to 
maintain a proper chain of evidence. I have to keep a record of everything so...“ 

The Colonel looked up, took in a deep breath through her nose, then said, “I 
know how it works, Jackson. I was kidding.” 
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“I--I figured,” she answered nervously. Though the Colonel was thin and 
relatively short, there was something very intimidating about her. “Begging your 
pardon, Colonel,” she braved to say, “they call me Two-Scars if you wouldn’t 
mind.” 

Iravani glared with suspicion. “Two-Scars?” 

“Yes, Colonel,” she said with pride. 

The Colonel studied her for a moment before turning back to the gear, saying 
in a low voice, “Why do I get the feeling it’s a nickname Bear gave you?” 

“Well... I mean, actually--“ 

Iravani snapped her eyes back to Two-Scars, “You’re kidding me, right? And 
you want me to call you that? There’s no way he meant it as an honor. You know 
he’s a total ball-sack, right?” 

“Sure...but he’s not that bad really, P’ve--“ 

“Yes, he is,” the Colonel said, cutting her off. “I’ve known him for nearly a 
quarter-century. Since he was probably the age I am now, and he has never 
changed. He’s the most stubborn, stuck-up, self-absorbed, infuriating person I 
have ever known. And I’ve known pirates and Militia generals. Bear is on the top 
of the mountain of ball-sacks. Sergeant Ball-Sack should be his nickname.” 

Two-Scars couldn’t stop a short laugh from escaping. “I won’t argue with you 
about that.” Colonel Iravani clearly knew him well and seemed a match for Bear’s 
attitude--if not tougher. But the Colonel didn’t know her. “To be clear,” Two- 
Scars said, “I know why he gave it to me. And I know why I embraced it. I know 
he’s a limp-dick. But I’ve also seen a different side.” 

The Colonel continued rummaging, and without looking up said, “Hey, 
remember when I said I didn’t want to talk about Tommy? How about we add 
Bear to that?” 

She was fine with that. “Added. But may I ask you another question, 
Colonel?” 

“Is it about Tommy or Bear?” 

“I can review the list of things you don’t want to talk about but I’m sure I’ve 
added them, so no,” Two-Scars said with a touch of sarcasm. 

“Then commence fire,” the Colonel replied with a mock two-finger salute. 

“Where are you from? Originally, I mean. I’ve never seen someone like you in 
the Ydalir Militia.” 

The Colonel stopped the work, smiled, then stroked her multi-colored 
hair.““You mean young? Beautiful? With a killer sense of style?” 

Two-Scars laughed. “No. Well, yes, now that you mention it, but no. I mean 
that--I mean not to offend--but you don’t look anything like them. They’re all 
So...” 

“White,” the Colonel said with a smirk. 

“Yes. I hope that doesn’t offend you... for me to say. I mean, I’ve seen 
Chinese Y dalics. I’ve seen black. Of course, I’ve seen Inuit--like your Private, the 
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twins, I mean. White we’ve established. But you’re...” 

“My parents were Persian and African.” 

“But you have blue eyes,” Two-Scars blurted out. 

“You don’t know much about Persians, do you?” 

That was true, “No, I don’t. Are you... Islamic?” 

“Not much Islam on Ydalir. I learned the usual Jesus crap. Not to say... I 
mean, if you believe in that--“ 

It was Two-Scar’s turn to interrupt, “I don’t.” 

“Fair. There is no religion I identify with, but I like learning.” She went back 
to digging through a case. “You?” 

“I lean on science,” Two-Scars said proudly. 

The Colonel picked something out of the case. “The two are not mutually 
exclusive,” she said, her eyes fixed on the object. 

It felt like a challenge. “Fine,” Two-Scars said, deciding to borrow a quote 
from her mother, “Let me put it this way: I side with a system of knowledge that 
isn’t afraid of being proven wrong.” 

The Colonel’s head tilted to the side, mouth bending into a contemplative 
frown. “Fair enough,” she said, then paused for a few seconds, twisting in her 
hands what Two-Scars now saw was a piece of armor. “This is it.” 

“What is?” 

Iravani turned the broken piece toward her and pointed to something near its 
center. “You see this design?” It looked to be a thin circle with some kind of 
squiggles in the middle. 

“I do, yes.” 

Iravani handed the broken piece of armor to her. “Have you ever seen this 
before?” 

Two-Scars took a closer look. “No. At least not that I remember.” 

“You know what’s significant about it?” Two-Scars shook her head no. “It’s 
not a design any member of the Ydalir Militia has ever worn. And putting a 
uniformed design on armor is against regulations.” She paused for a beat, then 
said, “I think they all had it.” 

Two-Scars handed the piece back to her. “What do you think it means?” 

“I have no idea... but something is very wrong about it all. I don’t think they 
were who they claimed to be.” 

“It is good you captured one alive, then. We can interrogate him when he 
wakes up,” Two-Scars offered. 

“Hey, Two-Scars,” came Antonus’ voice over her radio. 

“Send it,” she replied. 

“Lieutenant wants you to tell the Colonel her XO is awake.” 

“I copy,” she said and then relayed the message to the Colonel. 

“Excellent. I need to see her. We can finish here later.” Iravani took the armor 
piece and tucked it inside her lapel. 
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“Colonel, you can’t do that. I have to log it and maintain the chain of custody.” 

Iravani hesitated for a moment, then handed over the evidence. “Fine. Don’t 
lose it, Jackson.” 

“I know how to do my job, Colonel,” she said annoyed. And I already told you 
to call me Two-Scars. 

“Right. Of course, you do, Jackson. Carry on.” 

She wanted to scream, “You will call me Two-Scars, or I will tie you up and 
force you to listen to Bear 5 insufferable sermonizing about why hes the smartest 
idiot in every room, ” but contained it to a thought. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Aleina... doubt 


The Major was awake, alert and her wounds almost completely healed. Aleina 
appreciated the job Doc Robin was doing caring for them all. 

“How is Yellow Wolf?” asked the XO while twisting uncomfortably against 
the bed straps. 

“Still in a coma. Might need operations, perhaps regenerative treatment. Doc 
doesn’t know if she’ll wake up before we get to Miðgarður... if that’s where 
we're going.” 

“Are we close to Excelsior? They have a good medical facility,” the Major 
reminded. 

“It has its benefits, but also General Alikaj, who might arrest us,” Aleina 
asserted, not wanting to risk running into any Ydalir Militia, even old friends until 
she had answers. 

“What does your famous friend say about that?” 

“We haven’t had the opportunity to talk about it. I’m not even sure what help 
he could be. He’s SYSPOL. That makes for complications, I’m sure.” 

“He’s also a Hrafn, the Savior of Earth, and the General is his father,” the 
Major reminded her. “He has a lot of influence.” 

“Truthfully, Karin, I can’t really be sure where I stand with him. It’s been a 
very long time... I think I need to feel him out a bit before I start asking for 
favors. Despite what people think, I haven’t seen or talked to him in a very long 
time.” 

“I understand,” the Major said, although there was no way she did, “TI trust 
your judgment.” Aleina couldn’t help but think that was a mistake. “How did he 
find us, anyway?” 

“The Doc told me they followed our distress signal.” 

“I must have been unconscious when that happened,” the Major said, nodding. 
“Well done, Colonel.” 

Aleina shook her head, “I didn’t send it.” 

“Oh?” she said, confused. “Kata?” 

“She was there but I’m sure she didn’t send it either. I’m not entirely sure what 
happened, but that’s part of what we need to find out. As for Tommy’s 
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perspective, we haven’t talked about that yet either,” Aleina admitted. 

The Major gave a worried look. “Might be good to know. Could illuminate 
things. It sounds pretty confusing as it is.” 

“I know. It should have been the first thing I asked. I will. Things just... 
happened. This is a bit--I have a personal issue I have to bury with Tommy,” 
Aleina said, feeling ashamed. 

“How so? If I may ask.” 

“You may ask anything. And it’s stupid, this issue... I am aware of it,” she 
said, turning away, not wanting to see judgment in the Major’s eyes. “He and I 
have a history. He affects me, and I wish he didn’t. But you deserve to know since 
that history could cause us problems.” 

“We all suffer some type of wound of the heart, don’t we?” the Major said, 
sounding as if she understood, though Aleina wondered if she could. 

“Karin, within me somewhere is a person who finds it exceptionally senseless 
that, even in this situation, I can’t just let it go. Even when I need to be better than 
this, I’m not.” She looked the Major in the eyes, “I understand if this changes 
your respect for me.” 

“Colonel, people are more afraid of showing weakness than being honest. 
Admitting this to yourself and to me simply means you’re not delusional. You’re 
dealing with it. I am thankful for that.” 

Despite the Major’s words, Aleina didn’t feel like she was dealing with it at 
all, but smiled and said the only thing she could, “Thank you, Karin. I thought 
you deserved to know.” 

“Understood, Colonel,” the Major said raising her right hand as if to salute. 

“No, no, none of that, Karin,” Aleina said brushing her XO’s hand down 
gently. She then leaned in close and said, “I want you to know that I am going to 
write a report absolving you and the crew of all actions related to the battle with 
Firewood. I was in command. I let things get out of control. They won’t be able to 
prosecute you for taking my orders.” 

The Major shook her head, “Colonel, you don’t need to write anything in 
order to absolve us. We were attacked. We defended ourselves. And PII say as 
much in my own report... because that is what happened. There were no orders 
necessary. They brought the fight to us.” 

“We have a witness who has made it clear he’ll say otherwise. And I was in 
command. It’s on me. But maybe we’ll get lucky and the cams recorded what 
happened... and we can retrieve the data.” 

“Video evidence would support our position, Colonel,” the Major said in 
agreement. 

“Right...” Aleina considered what was to come, and said, “With respect to the 
rest, I spent over a decade around the Hrafns family so I have an idea of what I 
can expect from them, but it’s been... a lot has happened in that time. I once 
thought I knew Tommy... but people change.” 
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“I think people are their essential selves, for the most part,” the Major 
countered. 

“T used to believe that too. But Tommy... I don’t know.” 

“With all due respect, Colonel, but have you considered he may be as 
confused about you as you are about him?” 

“I doubt that,” Aleina said dismissing the notion. He had every chance to 
respond to her messages ten years earlier. He made a different choice. One minute 
they’d been as close as two people could ever be and then... they weren’t. All 
because he became the Savior of Earth, and she became an afterthought. But 
while her doubt felt justified, the reality was that Tommy had somehow found 
them and saved their lives. 

As if reading her mind, Fjallhafsins said, “Whatever happened between you 
two, whether you sent the distress signal or not, he rescued us.” 

Aleina laughed. “Are you in my head?” 

“No,” the Major answered seriously, “just thinking about it logically. I believe 
he cares about you more than you allow yourself to believe.” 

“I know, Karin. Just making a joke,” she said, patting the Major’s forearm 
with her hand. She knew it would benefit them if the Major was right. They 
needed a Raven to be on their side now more than ever. Oh, feelings... what a 
troubled path you carve through my soul. 

“T’m glad we’re done with negative thoughts and have moved on to jokes,” the 
Major said with a smile. “And I’m ready to get back to duty.” 

Just then, as if on cue, Officer Jackson floated into the room. “Lieutenant 
found your recorder intact. He sent me to get both of you.” 

The Major and Colonel gave each other curious looks. Aleina raised her 
eyebrows and said, “He sure has interesting timing.” 

The Major raised hers as well and nodded. “Right?” 

“Time to find out if the truth is on our side, Major.” 

The Major nodded, “Time to find out, Colonel.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 


Two-Scars...the detail 


It was standard SYSPOL protocol to have the commander of a crew extract 
data from a ship’s recorder while two or more witnesses verified the integrity of 
the transfer. Eylifur decided to bring everyone but Doc Robin and the comatose 
Ydalic. It made for a crowded Independence data center--a room made for four 
people. Two-Scars floated with the Private above the Major, Antonus, and Bear, 
who stood in their sticky boots behind Eylifur and Iravani. 

“Colonel, if you would please start the playback from the incident in 
question,” Eylifur said, his eyes busy looking at the screen in front of him. 

Iravani spoke three words and activated the command security override. The 
terminal initiated a playback routine pausing for a follow-up order. They now had 
access to whatever the Colonel requested. “It’s ready,” she told him. 

“Thank you, Colonel,” Eylifur said without looking at Iravani. 

“You’re welcome,” she said with a dry inflection. Two-Scars noticed Bear 
cringing at Antonus and made a mental note of it. 

“Please take us to initial contact with the Firewood,” the Lieutenant requested. 

“Of course,” the Colonel said, then spoke in Ydalic. A second later, images 
appeared of the ship called Firewood several hundred meters off the 
Independence’s aft port side. 

“Please show us the internal cams along with the external. I want to see the 
series of events leading up to and including the battle.” The Colonel did as Eylifur 
requested, and soon they were seeing Independence troopers gather inside the 
cargo hold as the Firewood launched troop carriers outside. Inside, Colonel 
Iravani joined the Major’s troopers in the cargo hold. Outside, two dozen 
Firewood troopers began the process of entering the aft airlock, one of the groups 
pushing along a bound individual. Inside, several Independence crew members 
were hurrying to their stations. 

Two-Scars noticed Iravani point at one of the lower cam views and say, “Right 
there.” They all looked and saw someone dressed in doctor’s coveralls floating 
through a corridor, then disappearing inside one of the crew quarters. “That’s her,” 
the Colonel said. 

“That’s who?” Two-Scars asked, but no one answered. 
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“Td like to see inside the room,” Eylifur requested. 

“Not possible. We don’t have cams in the quarters,” the Colonel responded. 

“Sucks!” Bear growled. 

Iravani turned around and glared at the Sergeant. “And you do?” 

“No. We don’t. Of course, we don’t,” the Lieutenant promised. 

“You sure about that?” the Colonel asked, unconvinced. 

“We’re sure,” Bear reassured. “I didn’t mean to suggest we did it. I just 
thought the Militia... might.” 

The Colonel squinted her eyes, and Two-Scars was sure she could hear teeth 
grinding. “Why is that? Because we’re savages?” 

“An innocent comment, I promise. I’m Y dalic, let’s not forget that,” Bear said 
defensively. 

Iravani turned around to face the terminal again, then said coolly, “I forget 
nothing.” 

Eylifur broke up the exchange with a new request. “Pause playback, please. 
Isolate on that room and follow...” he looked down at his personal display, 
“Doctor Tamara Lo. I want to see that room right in the middle of the terminal. 
Also, focus cams on the bridge and infirmary; move them to the side; then give 
me a secondary main focus on the cargo hold.” Iravani did as requested, and they 
all watched the events as they’d happened. “For the record, you have not viewed 
these recordings prior to this moment?” Eylifur asked, going through what Two- 
Scars knew was proper protocol. 

“I have not,” confirmed Colonel Iravani. 

“Pause. Please state for the record why that is,” Eylifur requested. 

She ordered the machine to stop. “We lost most of the power after the battle, 
likely due to heavy damage to the ship. The automatic life-support system 
provided essentials only,” the Colonel said. 

“To your knowledge, did the cameras continue to record after you lost 
power?” 

“I do not know. They work on their own internal battery backup. If the 
cameras shut off at any point, it is due to damage.” 

“The damage you mentioned, do you know what caused it?” 

“I do not, Lieutenant. We’re hopefully about to find out together.” 

“So, to the best of your knowledge,” Eylifur continued, belaboring the point, 
“vou have no idea what caused the severe damage to your ship, the 
Independence--for the record, in Ydalic, Sjalfsteedi--or the apparent destruction of 
the Firewood--for the record, in Ydalic, Eldivid.” 

“None,” Iravani said, sounding irritated. She then turned her head to stare at 
Eylifur. To Two-Scars it seemed as if the Colonel was waiting for an excuse to get 
angry. 

“Proceed, please,” Eylifur said after a couple of seconds, and Iravani slowly 
returned her gaze to the cam display. 
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They saw the man she knew as Sergeant Elti place a gun to a woman’s head. 
They could hear the Colonel talking to him, and they could see the officers on the 
bridge scrambling to figure out what was happening. 

A set of cams picked up Doctor Lo with some kind of rifle slung around her 
back. 

“Stop, please,” Eylifur requested. “For the record, do you know why Doctor 
Lo appears to be armed with a rifle?” 

“I don’t have the faintest idea,” the Colonel said, then turned her head toward 
her crew and asked, “Either of you?” 

“No, Colonel,” the Major answered. The Private shook her head no but did 
not answer. 

“For the record, all available survivors of the Independence answered with a 
negative. Proceed, please,” Eylifur requested. 

Doctor Lo moved quickly to the forward airlock where she put on a spacesuit. 
The Colonel fast-forwarded until Doctor Lo opened the airlock outer door, exited, 
aimed the rifle, and fired something so bright it washed out the cam images for a 
moment. A few seconds later the Firewood exploded sending pieces of the 
destroyed ship crashing into the Independence. 

“Holy shit,” Bear said under his breath. “What the fuck was that?” 

“Goddamn,” hissed the Major. “What just happened?” 

“Pause. I am sorry,” Eylifur said. “I need to get this for the record... we need 
to go back to when Lo fired and focus just on the cameras near her or inside the 
forward airlock.” 

They viewed the event from a cam outside the airlock, and two inside, 
observing several of the Firewood troopers fighting Lo as the Firewood’s debris- 
field crashed into them. The cam views cut out briefly, then returned, revealing a 
fight between Lo and two red troopers. Lo was able to kill one, but not the other. 
Two-Scars couldn’t help but sympathize with her. No matter what Lo’s role in 
this, she had fought hard only to die. For what? What did any of them die for? she 
wondered. It all seemed a waste... and it brought her thoughts to the people she’d 
helped kill, but Two-Scars quickly pushed them to the side knowing this was no 
time for melancholy. She was there to do a job. 

They continued to watch as the sole surviving red trooper sealed the outer 
airlock door. “Hold on, we need to go back. I saw something,” Eylifur said. 

“What?” Iravani asked. 

“Go back. At the end, when that Firewood trooper is going back to the outer 
airlock door. Something flies inside before it’s closed. Slow it down and zoom the 
image,” Eylifur said, pointing at the screen. “Something flies in and goes to Lo.” 
She did, and they watched it back at one-third speed. “There!” He pointed at the 
screen again, and now they could all see it. “Please zoom 500% on this spot,” he 
said, pointing at the image. Zoomed in, they could see it was just a flat piece of 
metal. The Lieutenant had the playback resume at one-tenth speed, focused, and 


117 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


zoomed. They watched it land in the hand of the dying Lo who then clearly closed 
her fingers around the object. 

“What in the fuck?” said Bear. 

“Which one of you moved the bodies?” Eylifur asked. 

“Me,” the Private answered. 

“Did you find something in Lo’s hand?” 

“I know nothing,” the young trooper answered, but to Two-Scars she sounded 
nervous. 

“Alright,” the Lieutenant said, though he did not sound convinced either. “Id 
like to run through the rest of the footage and see what happens in the airlock.” 

They watched the surviving Firewood trooper open the inner door and enter 
the Independence’s main corridor. 

“I didn’t see the trooper take anything from Lo,” Eylifur noted, “maybe it is 
still in her hand.” 

“TIl put together a detail,” Bear said, then slapped Antonus on the back. “Put 
together a detail!” 

Antonus turned around and looked at Two-Scars, “You are the detail.” 

“I am the detail,” she answered with a chuckle, tickled by the chain-of- 
command. 

They continued watching the recordings and saw the terrible fighting inside 
the ship. As each Independence crew-member fell, the trio of survivors reacted 
with anger and sorrow. They then saw the Colonel enter the cargo hold where a 
green armored warrior was fighting a red trooper. Sergeant Elti could be seen 
fighting the trooper who, earlier in the recording, had been his prisoner. The 
Colonel shot the Sergeant, killed the other red trooper, then was immediately 
attacked and incapacitated by the Sergeant. Elti next attacked and killed the green 
armored warrior, then the other. 

“Oh God, Aurora... Gunna!” exclaimed the Major. 

The Private groaned in pain. 

“Mother fucker,” Iravani hissed. “Stop?” she barked at the machine then put 
her hands over her face and began rubbing her temples. Eylifur reached his arm 
out to her but then pulled it back, as if he wanted to comfort her but unsure if he 
should. 

The Major wept. “My god. My god. Black Skull! We let him live...” 

Two-Scars noticed the Private’s body starting to shake as her hands balled up 
into fists, then a growl erupted and grew. 

The Major turned around and placed her hands on the young warrior’s 
shoulders. “I am so sorry you had to see that, Kata.” The Private’s growling 
decreased, but her body continued to shake. “He will pay for his crimes,” the 
Major promised. 

Iravani moved over to them and placed her right hand on the Private’s back. 
“He will pay,” she promised. 
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The Private shook her head several times before taking in a long, deep breath, 
then saying, “I vant to confess.” 

“What's that?” Iravani and Fjallhafsins said together. 

“Confess what?” Eylifur asked. 

“T do it.” She struggled to find the words in English but there was an 
unmistakable rage in her voice. “Wideo vill show. Make me arrest. Make me jail. 
I confess. I do it... I do it for my voolf blood!” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
White Wolf... Shut-Down 


Apart from the lights on Kata’s armor, the Independence’s bridge was dark-- 
the automated life-support having switched off non-essential systems. The 
Colonel and Major were resting, so badly injured in the battle that Kata was 
forced to use synthetic platelets to close their wounds--without the force of gravity 
to assist in healing, any wound was a serious concern. She did not afford Black 
Skull the same consideration. He floated in the darkness, armor still on, bound, 
untreated, and moaning in pain. She knew the officers would not approve, but 
with them unconscious, there was no order to contradict her decision. She hoped 
they would sleep for a long time; White Wolf wanted Black Skull to die slowly, 
painfully. 

“Kata?” said the Colonel’s voice, startling her. 

White Wolf went to her. “Er allt i lagi, Ofursti?” 

The Colonel looked around for a moment, then whispered, “I don’t think 
anything is okay. Is anyone else alive?” 

“Bara Majorinn,” Kata said, nodding toward the unconscious Major, “og systir 
min.” 

“How about Sergeant Elti? Is he still alive?” 

White Wolf knew there was an opportunity to lie, to let the Sergeant die, but 
she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She had too much respect for the Colonel. “Ja.” 
“Shine your light on him, please,” the Colonel ordered and White Wolf did. 
After a moment, the Colonel said, “Private, we need him alive. Attend to the 

prisoner’s wounds.” 

“AO sjálfsögðu, Ofursti,” she said, then boosted over to him. Kata took her 
time removing the Sergeant’s armor, following the Colonel’s orders but with 
proper disobedience. It took her a few minutes, but upon finishing, Kata was 
disappointed to see Black Skull still breathing. The Sergeant’s body had several 
open holes in his legs, arms, and chest. Kata applied platelets to the severest of 
wounds and watched them close, then returned to the Colonel. “Done.” 

“Good. Thank you, Private. I may pass out any second now, so listen well and 
carry out my orders.” 

“Auðvitað,” she promised. 
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“You're not hurt are you?” 

“Nei.” 

“Good, I need you to go throughout the ship and find survivors. If someone 
needs medical attention, help them, then report to me. If you can’t wake me, try 
the Major... otherwise, you’re in charge. Follow the chain of command, even if 
they are Firewood.” 

“Eg mun gera pad.” 

“Good, Private. You have your orders,” the Colonel said, then closed her eyes. 

Kata boosted off the bridge and aimed for the infirmary wanting to check on 
her sister first--passing several corpses as she did. Once at Katy’s side, Kata felt 
for a pulse around her sister’s neck; it was weak but steady. She knew adrenalin 
increased heart-rate and looked around the facility for adreno-shots. After some 
searching, she found several dozen in a cabinet along with painkillers, antiseptics, 
anesthetics, and platelets. There were other things too, but she didn’t know what 
they were and left them. Kata next found a first-aid box and dumped the contents, 
replacing them with material she’d just collected. She then sliced a bedding sheet 
into a rope and used it to tie the kit around her waist. 

Kata returned to her sister and, after carefully unlatching Katy from the 
medical bed and placing her in both arms, boosted out of the medical facility back 
toward the bridge. When she entered, the Colonel opened her eyes, “Is Katy 
alive?” 

“Yes. Pulse veek,” she answered in English. 

“Put her next to me. P11 watch over her,” the Colonel said motioning with her 
good arm. Kata did as ordered. “Did you grab any medical supplies?” Kata took 
off the rope-belt and let the box float near the Colonel. “Very good, Private. 
Continue with your orders.” 

Kata shot off again, this time taking a right into the forward airlock. There she 
found the body of a red trooper and someone wearing an unarmored spacesuit. 
Kata went to the body in the spacesuit, turned it over, looked at the face, and 
recognized the person as Doctor Tamara Lo. What was she trying to do, she 
wondered. Kata knew the Firewood was looking for Tam... and here she was in a 
spacesuit in the forward air-lock. What could she possibly have been trying to do? 
Escape? Where would she go? It made no sense. 

Kata decided to check to see if the red trooper was also dead and pulled the 
body toward her. As she did, her light revealed a puzzling design on the upper 
chest of his armor. It looked like a pushed-in circle with an ‘8’ or an ‘O’ on the 
inside. She hadn’t noticed it during the fighting and not when she was near the 
Sergeant, but now her light revealed it clearly. She made a mental note to ask the 
Colonel about it. 

After making sure the red trooper was dead, she checked on Tam’s body again. 
The Doc had stabbing wounds and big cuts on both sides of her torso. She had no 
weapon though the right hand was open. Kata noticed Tam’s left hand was closed 
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around something just barely peeking out. She opened the hand and found a 
rectangular piece of metal with a small pin glued to it. Though it looked 
unremarkable, Kata placed it inside her utility pouch anyway. It wasn’t her job to 
figure out what it was; she would show it to the Colonel. 

In the officer living-quarters section, she found several of her own, troopers 
and security personnel, all dead. Three red troopers were among them, two dead-- 
one missing a head, and a sword impaled in the skull of the other. The third, 
wearing poorly painted green-eyed dragon armor, appeared to twitch. Kata went 
to him, working the helmet’s locking mechanism until it snapped open. The man 
looked old to her, perhaps in his 50s, white-skinned, with blond hair, and a thick 
beard. She felt for a pulse at his neck but couldn’t be sure if there was one. Kata 
leaned in listening for breathing and felt a slight push of air on her ear. The man 
was alive which meant he was still a danger to her... to the survivors. Kata had 
nothing with which to tie him and didn’t feel safe leaving him there in case he 
woke up. She knew security officers carried bindings and went to their bodies. 
Before searching them, she took each by the hand, kissed the palm, and said a 
prayer--she knew these people. She then went to the other dead and did the 
same... including those from the Firewood--they were Ydalics after all. Once 
finished, she went back to the Green-Eyed Dragon and bound his hands together 
behind the back, then continued searching for more survivors. 

The opposite side of the ship had a second section of living-quarters where 
enlisted personnel slept. She found only dead. As before, she said a prayer, then 
continued searching for survivors. One section had sealed off automatically due to 
a hull breach preventing her from continuing. Kata turned around and made her 
way to the main corridor leading to the cargo hold and aft airlock. All were dead 
there as well. The battle had been vicious and most died on top of other dead 
warriors. Kata felt guilty having stayed out of the fight for so long. She had been 
afraid the red troopers would kill Yellow Wolf if she left her alone. She would 
probably second-guess that decision forever, but she knew nothing could be done 
about it now and moved forward. 

The last place to look was the cargo hold area. Many bodies floated inside, and 
it was clear some red troopers were alive. She also saw blue troopers who were 
not moving. Kata’s light scanned the room until her eyes stopped on the back of a 
red trooper with pink and yellow hair. 

Kata’s heart sank... “Mamma?” she called out with a whimper, but there was 
no response. Kata floated forward until she was a meter away from the body. 
Afraid to turn her over. Afraid to see her face. “Mamma?” she said again her voice 
cracking with fear. “Mamma!” she cried out when there was no response. 

While Wolf placed a hand on Gunna’s elbow and pulled gingerly rolling the 
body over. She felt immense pain as she saw Gunna’s lifeless eyes. There was a 
blade-sized hole in the chest armor exactly where a heart should beat. Kata’s 
hands trembled, and she embraced Mamma resting her face against the hole in 
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Gunna’s heart. An uncontrollable primal scream of grief escaped her throat, and 
she wept alone for a very long time. 


In time despair turned into rage, and Kata’s sobbing became screams as she hit 
her head against the armor. “Fyrirgefðu mér. Fyrirgefðu mér, Mamma!” Gunna 
had loved the twins like they were her own, and they had accepted her as their 
wolf blood. Now the twins were alone again. 

In the chaos of pain and guilt, the Colonel’s orders lost all meaning. J will 
make them all pay, she promised. Then White Wolf let go of Gunna and pulled 
out Yellow Wolf’s combat-knife. There would be blood for her wolf blood, she 
thought as she went to each red trooper in the room slicing their carotid arteries, 
one on each side of the neck. The ones White Wolf knew were alive she took 
great satisfaction hearing them cry or beg for their lives. She wanted their cries. 
She wanted their fear. She wanted it to hurt when they died. They’d killed 
Mamma. 

Once the red troopers in the cargo hold were dead, she took Gunna to the 
infirmary and strapped her down in what had been Yellow Wolf’s bed. White 
Wolf closed Mammas eyes, kissed her face, then said goodbye. “Eg mun alltaf 
elska pig. Eg mun aldrei gleyma þér. Takk fyrir að elska okkur, úlfablóð.” And 
though she didn’t want to leave, Kata knew there was more left to do. 

White Wolf next went to where she’d left the Green-Eyed Dragon and drove 
her blade into his chest armor, up through his ribs, deep into the heart. She then 
removed his bindings and boosted back toward the living. 

When Kata returned to the bridge, the Colonel had her arms wrapped around 
Yellow Wolf. “Private,” the Colonel said, noticing her, “your report? Survivors?” 
Kata couldn’t look at the Colonel; she couldn’t say anything for fear it would be 
the truth. Instead, she put her hand on Yellow Wolf’s face and stroked her cheek-- 
like Mamma would have done. “Private, I need your report,” the Colonel said. 
Kata didn’t look, shaking her head no. “No survivors? At all?” she asked with 
great sadness in her voice. “All of my crew? All of them?” 

Kata’s eyes met Aleina’s. “Allir,” she whimpered. 

The Colonel sighed, “All of them.” She remained still for some time, looking 
defeated: head down, chin nearly touching her chest, wounded arm resting in her 
lap. 

After an eternity of silence, with tears welled in her eyes, and still stroking her 
sister’s face, Kata said, “Vat vill vee do?” 

The Colonel didn’t answer right away, and Kata thought about asking again. 
What were they going to do? Nearly the entire crew was dead, and she had no 
idea if the ship still functioned. “Four survivors and one prisoner,” Colonel 
Iravani finally said. “Four survivors and one prisoner. How did this happen?” She 
looked at Kata. The young warrior wasn’t sure if she meant for her to answer but 
thought to tell her something, anything to take her mind off death. 
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“Eg fann eitthvad,” she said. 

The Colonel’s head perked up, “What? What did you find?” 

“Petta,” she said, pulling out the metal found in Tam’s hand and giving it to 
the Colonel. 

“What is this?” the Colonel said, as she twirled the small thing in her hands. 

Kata shook her head, “Eg veit það ekki. Eg fann það í hendi Tam.” 

“Tt looks like... nothing. What could it be?” the Colonel said quietly, then 
looked up at Kata, “Did you find anything else?” 

“Nei.” 

The Colonel looked it over several times, stroking it in spots, perhaps trying to 
find a way to open it. After a minute she looked at Kata and said, “I don’t know 
what it is, if anything, but we have more important things to worry about... like 
figuring out if we have enough power to send a distress signal.” 

A split-second later, the Independence erupted in light. White Wolf looked 
around and saw all the electronics were on. “Hvað er að gerast?” 

The Colonel looked equally surprised. “I have absolutely no fuckin’ idea, 
Private. But we have power. I’m not going to question why. Help me to the 
command console.” 

“Ja, Ofursti,” she said, turning off her light, moving toward the Colonel, then 
gently helping her get to the terminal. When they got to it, Kata could see a 
message. It read: 

Emergency Rescue Routine Initiated... 

21287... 

Priority... 

Brenni Merktur... 

Waiting... 

Waiting... 

Waiting... 

Unavailable... 

The Colonel and White Wolf looked at each other with confusion. “Vat is it?” 
she asked the Colonel. 

“I don’t have any idea, Private,” the Colonel admitted. “Some kind of call for 
help... but not one I’ve seen before.” 

White Wolf noticed the last word was flashing on and off, repeatedly. 

“Perhaps--” the Colonel started to say, but before she could finish the previous 
message disappeared and a new one replaced it: 

Priority... 

Af Eldi... 

Waiting... 

Waiting... 

“Hver er Eldi?” White Wolf wondered out-loud. 

There was a long pause. Both waited silently for something to happen. After 
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what seemed like forever, a new series of messages appeared: 

Connection... 

Key... 

Unlock... 

Open... 

“Truly,” the Colonel muttered, “I don’t have the faintest idea what is 
happening, Private.” They both waited, eyes focused on the screen, watching for 
any change. More time went by before the previous message disappeared and was 
replaced: 

Coordinates Received... 

Af Eldi Acknowledged... 

Inbound to you, Sjálfstæði, hang on... 

Emergency Life-Support System Initiated... 

Shut-Down. 

Just as suddenly as the power had turned on, it switched off, and the Colonel 
and White Wolf were left in the dark. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


Aleina... all the time 


“I would probably have done the same thing in Kata’s position,” Aleina 
whispered to the Major as they waited outside of Tommy’s quarters. 
Unfortunately, neither Earth law nor Militia code would be as understanding. The 
Firewood was responsible for many deaths, but the law didn’t allow for the killing 
of wounded no matter the reason. In any event, Black Skull killed Gunna, and 
now White Wolf was in Tommy’s brig with him. Too bad they couldn’t just duel 
to decide who could go free, Aleina thought, confident White Wolf, despite being 
half Black Skull’s size, would win. 

The bulkhead door opened, and Tommy floated into the corridor landing on 
the hull. “Colonel. Major,” he said when he saw them. “How may I assist you?” 

“Lieutenant, the Major and I would like to take turns staying with the Private,” 
Aleina informed him. 

“Colonel, I appreciate your position on this but there’s going to be a legal case, 
one both of you are involved in. There is the issue of contaminating the 
investigation--” 

“Contaminating the investigation?” she interrupted, irritated by his wording. 
“You think that’s what we’re about?” 

Tommy shook his head, “I assure you, Leinee, I definitely don’t think that. I’m 
more worried about what a judge will think.” 

“You have cameras and audio recordings in your cells,” she countered. 

“That’s true, but any Fed prosecutor--or worse, Militia--will call me into 
question based on our history together.” 

Our history together... something about the acknowledgment interrupted her 
focus. “Right...” she said, momentarily forgetting... everything. What were we 
talking about? What is wrong with me? Aleina rubbed her temples with one hand, 
then dragged the palm down her face affording extra seconds to think. Kata; cell; 
permission; legal bullshit; oh, and Tam’s device. “Right,” she said, settling on a 
response, “what does it matter at this point if they’re already going to question 
everything based on our history together?” 

“Trust me, it matters,” he said. 

Aleina laughed,” Trust you?” She didn’t mean to say it, but the surprised look 
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on Tommy’s face angered her. As if he should be shocked I don t trust his word. 

There was a worry, maybe even fear, in his eyes as he drew in a deep breath 
and said, “Look, I know there is... there are things,” his eyes quickly darted to the 
Major, then back at Aleina, “we--yvou and I--we need to--I’m well aware... I 
know there--there is a conversation...” he stumbled as his voice trailed off. 

She should have been amused by his awkwardness but found the unknown 
infuriating. “Come on, Lieutenant, get your shit together!” she barked, then felt a 
steadier version of herself step in. “My apologies,” the Colonel corrected, “I mean 
to say... we should have any and all conversations whenever they are convenient 
for you. But right now, I'd like access to Private Kata Runningwolf.” 

Tommy didn’t respond for a bit squinting his eyes as he studied her. Finally, he 
said, “Ill consider it, but right now I need to attend to something, then we’ll talk 
about this, I promise.” Before she could argue, he pushed hard off the hull and 
floated down the corridor as quickly as he could escape. 

Aleina could feel her face becoming hot with anger. “Karin,” she said without 
looking at the Major, “feel free to return to quarters and rest up. I’m going to do 
the same.” She needed a moment to herself. 

“Yes, Colonel,” the Major replied and left. 


Aleina floated in the tiny guest quarters unable to rest her mind. The situation 
with Tommy and her anger were still too fresh. She didn’t enjoy the anxiety the 
thoughts created, but the bitter storm within was all too familiar. Perhaps it was 
why kids in primary school called her Rage-eina--eina meaning one. Or the rage 
came after, brought on by their constant mocking of her dark skin and blue eyes 
along with all of the other things they scrutinized. 

“Why do you look like that, Rage-eina?” they’d often say, or, “Why are you 
so ugly, alone Alein-a?” 

“You are as dumb as your eyes look!” a couple of white-skinned Dearther kids 
who lived in their town liked to say--she later realized they were redirecting 
bigotry normally aimed at them onto her. 

“The Ravens keep you around to act like they care about colored people. 
You’re nothing more than a toy to them!” said some of the meaner kids. 

“Why don’t you kill yourself so we don’t have to be around you anymore?” 
said the worst. 

At first, she tried to ignore it, but their behavior only worsened. Eventually, 
her patience filled up and she fought back, but that only seemed to embolden 
them. The process of torment went on for a time until, one day, she came home cut 
and badly bruised from an ambush while walking home... that was when Tommy 
decided to get involved. The next day at school, he held court over some of her 
attackers and frightened them using the power of his family name. Unfortunately, 
not everyone was easily intimidated, and things eventually got worse. 

One time, after some of the tormentors started bullying her again, Aleina 
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waited in ambush then attacked them with a nail-stick meaning only to scare them 
off; it worked. But when Tommy heard about it, he pleaded with her not to be the 
aggressor arguing they’d just use it to justify their actions. But she resisted his 
advice, wanting to scare them, liking the feeling, needing to hand them back some 
of the fear they’d given to her. Whether her decision upset him or not, Tommy 
stayed at her side even as the abuse increased, fighting them when she needed 
him, even when she didn’t, remaining her most loyal ally, best friend... all the 
way up until that fateful day above Earth. 

She excused his lack of contact during the year after he became the Savior due 
to what she imagined was the insanity of his popularity and media attention. But, 
in time, the capacity to excuse his actions dwindled, notably after she learned how 
to tell when a message had been read; after that, she knew he was purposefully 
ignoring her. Even then, Aleina made one final attempt following his graduation 
from the SYSPOL academy; it was short but said all that was left in her heart: 

Dear Tommy, 

How was I so easy to discard? 

Love, 

Leinee, your once purple splendor. 

He read it and of course did not respond. Whether it was the biggest twist or 
simply the final weight pushing against the totality of rejections, it broke her for a 
long time. Or, more likely, she had always been broken, and the illusion of 
Tommy’s loyalty and love simply held her together. 

Aleina could sense the anxiety growing, and she knew these thoughts didn’t 
serve a positive purpose. Stop this right now. She’d become comfortable 
drowning in depressive Tommy thoughts... and being near him again was making 
it worse. Enough. She hated it. Think of something else. She hated herself for it. 
No one would ever believe this is what goes on inside your head. Her outward 
confidence was a fraud. Does anyone actually know you? 

The intercom in her guest quarters blared alive, “Colonel?” It was Jackson. 

“I am here,” she answered without opening the door, feeling unsettled, not 
wanting to be seen. 

“May I enter?” 

“Negative.” 

“The Lieutenant wishes to speak with you.” 

I dont want to deal with him right now. “Tell him I’m resting,” she lied. 

There was a pause before Jackson’s voice replied, “He says he’ll come to you. 
ETA 3 minutes.” 

“I told you, /’m resting,” Aleina said raising her voice so the kid would know 
she was annoyed... but there was no response. Great. He's coming anyway. 
Aleina didn’t know if she should get undressed and strap herself in the bed or if 
she should be in full dress whites. Her heart began racing as the Colonel’s voice 
barged in to fight for control of her mind. Stop thinking. Nothing good ever comes 


128 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


from it. It only makes you stress more. Relax. It will be fine. But she knew... Of 
course, it wont be fine. Aleina’s voice countered. Why are you telling me 
everything will be fine? I havent been alone in a room with Tommy in over a 
decade. Theres no way this will go well. I’m going to say something that will 
make it worse, or he will, and then we'll fight. You know that’s what will happen. 
No matter how well it’s going, its going to turn badly. It has to because I’m 
fucked in the head... alone Alein-a. The Colonel’s voice tried to reason with her 
by saying, Stop predicting everything is going to go wrong, thats why it goes 
wrong. But Aleina’s anxiety quickly replied, No, it goes wrong because I’m 
doomed. Or because you think I’m doomed and so you make me worse. For a 
brief second, Aleina’s inner turmoil latched onto a hope that Tommy was bringing 
Bear with him. The old man would be a good and annoying distraction. But then 
she thought Bear would probably make things worse and stress her out more. That 
old fuck was such a massive thin-skinned ball-sack. 

Before she could find more to over-think, as if he’d timed every step, Tommy 
arrived at her door in exactly three minutes. “Permission to enter?” he requested 
over the intercom. 

“Granted,” the Colonel replied evenly taking over. He opened the door and 
turned sideways to squeeze through the tight opening, nodded at her, then closed 
the door. “What is it, Lieutenant?” she demanded. 

“We have a problem,” Tommy said as he rubbed his jaw with the palm of his 
right hand. 

“What?” 

“May I just first say that,” he paused for a beat... “I just want to say that I 
know we parted on strange--” he stopped as if unable to finish his thought. 

What is he--“Let’s move this along, Lieutenant,” the Colonel said, as Aleina 
felt panic setting in. She needed the Colonel to stay in control. 

Tommy cringed and gazed around the room, as if looking for a way out, before 
finally turning his eyes back to her. “I don’t blame you--I wouldn’t blame you for 
being--you have every right to be mad at me,” he finally got out. 

“What would I be mad at you for?” Good one, stay in control. 

“Leinee...” 

“Call me Colonel,” Aleina said too forcefully, her voice nearly shaking as she 
did. It was reactive, she knew... she’d let him see the hurt and regretted it. 

He sighed, squatting down slightly, leaning his back against the door. “Okay, 
Colonel, I was a bad friend to you, and I don’t blame you if--no, not if, you 
should hate me for that.” 

“Water under the bridge, Lieutenant,” she lied. “We were kids.” How was I so 
easy to discard, Tommy? 

“We were, but I’m not trying to get off that easy.” He took in a deep breath. 
“Whatever happened then, we shouldn’t allow it to affect our respective 
commands right now. We have to make some tough decisions, together.” 
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“Agreed,” the Colonel said because he was right. They needed to put things to 
the side, but if Aleina was honest with herself--with him--they’d tackle the 
problem right now and get it out of the way. But that was easier to think about 
doing than actually doing. 

“Good. But I'd like us to be able to talk about personal things later if that’s 
possible.” 

“I don’t think there’s anything to talk about,” she lied again. Why am I saying 
these things? 

“I do, Colonel. I think there’s a lot to talk about.” He paused again, looking 
down as if searching for the words, then back up with tender eyes so kind she 
lowered her defenses for a moment, and he said, “May I please call you Leinee?” 

Oh--“No, I don’t think so,” Aleina said quicker than any part of her could stop 
the words from spilling out. Fuck. 

He appeared to wince, then said sweetly, “Aleina then?” 

What? “Sure.” No. She didn’t want him to call her that either, but saying 
anything else would complicate things and then they’d have to tackle something 
real and Aleina wasn’t ready. 

”Thanks,” he smiled, and it made her angry. 

Fuck you, Tommy! How was I so goddamn easy to fucking discard? Every 
fiber of her wanted to grab him by the face and rip it apart and scream into the 
gaping hole left behind. But a rational member of the council inside her mind 
jumped in and said, “Of course.” 

“Alright,” he said, unaware of the storm inside her. “First, we didn’t find the 
thing we were looking for on Doctor Lo’s body.” That's next on my agenda. “But 
I did a background check on her and found something that... complicates things.” 

He had her interest. “What does that mean?” 

“At first Lo came up as exactly who she was to you. But when I went into a 
secure intelligence database... that I’m not supposed to have access to...” he said 
with a smirk. 

“Okay...” 

“She was one of us.” 

“One of who us?” she asked confused. 

“I mean SYSPOL us,” he answered. 

Aleina felt a rumble of unease in her stomach. “I had a SYSPOL agent on my 
ship?” Her mind quickly calculated the meaning of that. “And I brought her to a 
secure site? That means the Firewood, Black Skull... they were not lying. Tam 
was a spy.” 

“I can’t tell what her mission was but maybe that thing I’m looking for is also 
what they were after. They did say she took something.” 

“About that,” Aleina said with a guilty cringe. 

“You have it,” he said with a nod. 

“I do,” she confessed. 
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“I had my suspicion when your Private was being evasive,” he admitted. 

Aleina felt anger brewing again. “So you were testing me to see if I'd lie?” 
Fucker. 

Tommy raised his eyebrows, “Not at all,” he said defensively, “I wanted to 
give you the chance to tell me on your own time.” 

“Whatever,” Aleina said, not believing him but knowing she needed his help. 
She unzipped the front of her coveralls, reached into a side pocket and retrieved 
the device. She held it in her hand for a moment before pushing it toward Tommy. 
“It looks harmless,” she told him. 

He caught it with both hands and studied it for a bit. After a minute he said, “I 
think I’ve seen something like this before.” 

“Really? Where?” Aleina asked, surprised. 

“Years ago, while we were at the junior academy, during summer break, Afi 
and I were working on a project for the government testing security systems. They 
wanted to know if someone--maybe a terrorist--could break into high-security 
areas without the automated systems noticing. We came up with various designs, 
most that didn’t work since their security was pretty competent. But we found a 
couple of ways then destroyed the code when it became too dangerous.” 

“What does too dangerous mean?” 

Tommy cringed, “I... I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead but he was coding 
artificial intelligence to infiltrate security systems; to trick them into working for 
our program. The program had the usual capability of manipulating systems which 
is what the government wanted. But Afi used the opportunity to test his theory--or 
ideology is maybe a better word--that the real danger to humanity wasn’t killer AI 
attacking us but super-intelligent AI infiltrating into all of our systems and 
deciding what we...” he paused for a few seconds, searching for the words, then 
said, “let’s just say... what we were allowed to perceive as reality.” 

“Dear God!” Aleina exclaimed. “So history wasn’t enough of a deterrent? He 
was making something even more dangerous?” 

“That’s what I said at the time... and why I convinced him to destroy it,” he 
said nodding as if assuring himself it was true. 

“You sure it was destroyed? Once you create something like that...” she 
offered letting the idea linger. If destructive and manipulative AI was allowed into 
the world again, there was no telling how it might infect their world. 

“I believe we did. I believed we did at least. It’s been... what? 12 years? If the 
code was still around, you gotta figure it would have escaped by now. It was 
extremely volatile. We contained it within our testing platform, but if it got out, it 
could replicate a trillion times per second.” Tommy paused. “So... and I’m just 
thinking about it logically, it was, at the least, contained,” he said while rolling the 
device between his fingers. 

Aleina wasn’t convinced, and the thought frightened her. “How would we 
know it was contained if its... intention, purpose--or whatever the fuck you'd call 
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it--is to manipulate our reality? It could be controlling everything we perceive 
right now, making us want to believe it’s not active.” 

Tommy let a puff of air escape his lips, cringed, and said, “You do have a 
point.” 

She felt her blood pressure rising. “I wish I didn’t have a point! This is 
terrifying.” Aleina felt a thousand thoughts rolling around in her brain and decided 
to toss them aside seeing as there was no point in spending time on something she 
couldn’t fix right now. “But this device?” she said returning to the more 
immediate matter. “You said you’ve seen something /ike it before.” 

“Not exactly this... but it fits a design we theorized would raise little 
suspicion; easy to hide just about anywhere; small and thin enough that most 
detectors would ignore it. Its transmission capability would be limited--which was 
obviously a concern for the government, and us, with controlling its ability to 
escape outside of our intended target. That’s why you’d want someone to carry it 
on their person, especially if they were an undercover agent infiltrating a site. It 
would have worked well, and the breaching software I coded was limited, while 
Afi coded the more... dangerous stuff.” 

“Well, Tommy, I think that maybe what we have here discounts your theory 
that it was destroyed,” she said with a nervous laugh. “A SY SPOL agent came 
aboard my ship purporting to be a Chinese recruit, something that took effort to 
fake. Then she made it to a highly classified Militia site stealing a device you 
seemingly worked on,” she barked, as the anxiety kicked in again, “and then all 
went to fuckin’ hell. I think we’re well past the delusion that your grandfather’s 
special project was ever destroyed.” 

He remained silent for a time... his eyes darting around the room, finally 
settling on hers. “Yeah... it is not looking good.” 

“You got a plan?” she asked, trying to calm herself down as several fears 
worked together to sabotage her nerves. 

He seemed to think about it for a few seconds, then said, “I have an offline 
platform where I’ve done some coding. I can plug this into it without transmitting 
anything.” 

“That sounds dangerous, Tommy,” she countered. “Hell, if you are right, how 
can we be sure it isn’t already doing something to The Night?” 

He raised his eyebrows, “Good point. All the more reason to silence it, if that 
is what is happening.” 

“Can you do that?” 

“I think I can, yes. If this is my code, which I have no idea if it is, but if... I 
may be able.” He stayed quiet for a moment looking at the device. Then, as if hit 
by a thought, suddenly looked up, “How weird is it that you, of all people, would 
be the person... to need my help... to get this device... what are the odds?” 

“Yeah, that’s... speaking of which,” she said, his words reminding her of what 
happened on the Independence, “how did you find us?” 
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“We got your distress signal.” 

“T didn’t send it,” she said with a side-look. 

His eyes grew huge. “Excuse me?” 

“I think that thing did,” Aleina said motioning toward the device. 

He looked frightened, “Oh... no...” 

“That sounds like a bad oh no.” 

“It activated the distress signal by itself?” 

“As far as I know,” Aleina said with a shrug. 

“Tell me exactly what happened.” 

“We can go back to the recordings, I’m sure, but it said something about trying 
to contact... Brenni Merktur. When it got no answer, the system tried Af Eldi.” 

“Fuck me,” he said under his breath. 

“That means something to you.” 

“Yeah, that’s me,” Tommy said, pointing to himself. 

That made no sense to her. “Please elaborate...” 

He studied the device for a moment before saying, “It was a way for the 
program to find its owner. A test I made... for a return routine.” 

“Like a call-home routine?” 

“Sort of, but it shouldn’t have worked without a command... unless someone 
modified it,” he flung his head back and groaned, “ofcourse someone modified it. 
They somehow got their hands on it and changed it.” 

“Who are they?” 

“Whoever... SYSPOL maybe? The Militia? If that’s the case--actually that 
makes way more sense now that I think about it--then Afi lied to me. He never 
destroyed it and now it’s in the hands of the Y dalir Militia.” 

It was a frightening thought. “Why would we want it?” 

“Indeed, this thing could--wi//--get out of their control very easily,” Tommy 
said. 

“So... what do we do now?” 

“I have to be careful with it, but also have to see what it’s capable of doing 
before we get near civilization. I’ll get to it and let you know what I find.” 

“Alright,” she said, her mind juggling what he’d just said. “This is a lot to 
process but I don’t want to hold you up...” 

“Right, oh,” he said, raising his voice as if he just remembered something, 
“before I go I have to talk to you about your ship--or what’s left of it.” 

“Alright, what about it?” 

“I’m sure this isn’t easy for you, but we can’t do much. We can’t very well tow 
it, which means we have to leave it behind.” 

“I expected as much,” Aleina said, having no illusions about the conditions of 
the Independence. 

“Good. Now, for a bit tougher of a discussion, the... bodies of your crew, as 
commander of the Independence, it is your decision how we handle--” 
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“I’m bringing all my crew home,” the Colonel interrupted. 

“I understand where you’re coming from,” Tommy said with a cringe, “but we 
have an issue with... spacing.” 

“I’m sure you can make room. I saw your cargo hold. You can dump the extra 
shuttle. Or tow it. Or leave it here and come back for it. Or don’t. I’m sure 
SYSPOL will foot the bill for Zommy Raven.” The last part was said with a bit 
more sarcasm than Aleina intended, but this was about her crew and that loss was 
personal. 

“Look,” he said throwing his head back in frustration, “I don’t just snap my 
fingers and get to do whatever I want. No matter how famous the propaganda 
machine makes me out to be, we’re all struggling with funds. SYSPOL is not 
made out of money, and we’re short on recruits. Hell, coming here to get you 
probably forced everyone else to pick up my slack.” 

“Well, thank you for that,” Aleina barked as the wound found control. 

“Woah. Okay, that is not what I meant.” 

“You didn’t mean to suggest coming to rescue me has been a financial and 
personnel burden?” she snapped. You ’re losing control. 

“Okay... hold on wait, this is all getting out--you’re taking this out of con-- 
look, I get that you are pissed... at me,” he said, poking his chest, “even if 
you’re... doing your best... acting like you’re not, but this is--” he cut himself off 
and sighed, then started over. “Look... look, I am not asking for gratitude. I 
wanted to come. I am happy I was able to,” he tried to assure her. “But I don’t 
think it’s fair that you expect me to figure out the perfect way to fix all your 
problems right now. Not your--I don’t mean--” he seemed to start to correct 
himself but it was too late. He had triggered the wrong emotion. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she barked as her entire body tightened up. 

He looked startled, then said, “I--I--that came out--I certainly don’t--I think 
we’re getting into--not all your problems, I meant--” 

“Fix all my problems? 

“I don’t even know why I said--” 

Her mind ceased analyzing and launched into an attack. “Why? Because that’s 
what you always did? The great white knight coming to save the little dark girl? Is 
that why you can do whatever you want to me? Because you’re Tommy fucking 
Raven, the ball-sack savior of fucking Earth who can’t answer a simple fuckin’ 
message?” she all but shouted, the words escaping from the confines of a once- 
hidden pain. “I am sorry I never had the proper level of adoration for you. Is that 
what you always wanted? For me to say thank you every fuckin’ day? Did fame 
finally make you realize what your narcissism always needed? Gushing fans 
praising you at every turn? Is that how it works? Fine, I'll be sure to bow to you 
in the future so I can get my way,” she said, then curtsied the best she could in the 
micro-gravity. 

He let out a deep sigh. “It was a poor choice of words, Leinee, nothing--” 
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Goddamn it--““Don’t fucking call me Leinee! I already told you that!” 
Somewhere in her mind, the Colonel was disappointed... but she had lost control. 
“Okay... so this is clearly not about what is happening right now but about 

whatever has got you so mad at me.” 

“Oh, whatever has got me so mad? Really, Tommy? You’re so unaware? 

“T didn’t say th--” 

“It’s such a nothing in your mind it doesn’t even dawn on you why I’d be 
fucking pissed at you?” The differing versions inside her head, some fighting for 
control, others fighting to kill him, all stopped and waited for an answer. 

“Of course I know what. Hell, I’ve been trying to tell you that I want to talk 
about it. You really believe I don’t think about that all the time?” Tommy said 
with an exhausted breath. 

That only angered her more, “You know what? No. I don’t believe you think 
about it all the time. Or ever. I’d be shocked if this wasn’t the first time in a 
fucking decade you gave it any thought.” 

“I get that this is important,” he shouted defensively. “I’m not trying to suggest 
otherwise, but we clearly have more important things going on, right now, than 
yelling at each other about dumb shit / did ten years ago!” 

It only made her angrier. “Don’t fucking deflect me. And don’t pretend like we 
aren’t capable of having a dozen fucking things going through our heads at any 
moment. Don’t fuck with me. You’ve done that enough, Tommy Raven.” 

“You know... I'd Jove to talk to you about this, but not now. Not when you’re 
this--this--fired up.” 

“Oh, you don’t like me when I’m fired up?” 

He took a beat, then lowered his voice and said, “Look, I’m just saying, I want 
to have this conversation--“ 

“Then have it!” 

“--it is very important to me--” 

“So then have it!” 

“--but it’s the wrong time. Okay? I promise you, we will have it.” 

“Like right now!” she shouted, pleading, needing to get it over with after 
having done everything possible to avoid it. 

He took in a deep breath before nearly whispering, “No.” 

Tommy’s denial of the thing she wanted most brought the storm, “Then get the 
fuck out of my quarters! Leave me alone. In fact, you can leave me on my ship 
with my crew. Send someone else who can take us all back home. Because they 
all deserve to be with the people who loved them.” Aleina knew it was irrational, 
but the Colonel had given up trying to steer her words. 

“I’m not going to leave you here,” he said quietly. There was a long silence 
and Aleina found the anger-energy losing its momentum... so she waited. Finally, 
Tommy turned around and went to the door. “T1 figure out something, and we’ll 
take your entire crew back with us,” he said, giving in though she barely noticed. 
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He opened the door and made to leave but then turned around. “I’m sorry. I know 
this has been very difficult.” 

Her blood was coming down from the high, and Aleina just wanted it to end. 
“Alright,” was all she could say, for saying more felt dangerous. 

He nodded, “Sorry.” 

The Colonel arrived just in time to tell him, “You’ve been heard, Lieutenant. 
Now go.” 

Tommy nodded again, then exited, closing the door. 

Aleina wanted to scream; she wanted to cry; she wanted to beat the shit out of 
something. That couldn’t have gone worse, she thought. She’d tried so hard not to 
let her emotions get the better of her but... Aleina grabbed a pillow from her bed 
and put it over her face and screamed until all the air in her lungs was gone. 


Days later, she was still running the events through her mind. 7 should have 
been able to control my emotions better. Why does he have this effect on me? 
Aleina worried she’d said the wrong things. She wanted answers about what 
happened in the past but also needed to keep Tommy on her side. He is on my 
side, right? He gave in, did what I wanted. On one hand, Tommy had Kata in the 
brig. On the other, he now had the bodies of the Independence crew in the cargo 
hold, and he had rescued the survivors at great peril to himself and The Night. 

But Aleina hated they’d finally circled the past without resolving anything. 
She thought about the possibility of that confrontation for a decade; endlessly 
planned every beat of every step of it in her mind, and when the moment came... 
she managed to spew a diarrhea of anger with little substance. What were those 
sleepless nights and anxiety-driven days about if not preparation for that 
moment? Aleina almost found it amusing how much better she had faired in life- 
or-death combat than in a simple argument with Tommy. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by lights flashing inside her quarters. Then the 
intercom came to life. “We have a nearby emergency beacon activated. Moving to 
intercept and investigate. Brace for maneuvers in 10 minutes,” Bear’s voice said. 

A few minutes later, Jackson arrived at her quarters. “The Lieutenant is calling 
for all-hands.” 

“Understood.” 

“I’m staying on the ship with Doc Robin. I’ll be overseeing the operation. 
The Lieutenant says you can stay with me.” 

Though the anxiety wanted her to hide from Tommy, Aleina knew she needed 
to do the opposite. If she didn’t, things would only get worse and she’d find ways 
to avoid him more, and they’d end up exactly where they had been, just closer 
together. “I’d like to go on the mission.” 

“I doubt that’s possible. We don’t have any armor in your size, and everything 
from your ship is currently in evidence.” 

“I don’t need armor. Just give me a suit; I can handle myself. I’ve done it 
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before.” 

“I’m sure you can,” Jackson said, “but the Lieutenant won’t go for it.” 

“Tell the Lieutenant I want to go and that I don’t need armor. Ask him if he 
has a problem with it.” This was as good an opportunity as any to test him. If he 
said no, then he was going to be a harder shell to crack. If he said yes, then she 
had not lost him completely. 

A few minutes later, Bear arrived at her quarters with the answer, “You’re only 
going if we can dock with their airlock. Okay?” 

“Yeah, fine.” 

“I have some Conextifome you can use. It’s not much, but it’s something... in 
case there’s shooting.” 

“I’ve survived worse,” she said confidently. 

Bear nodded, “I’ve seen the evidence. Now, for complications... there is a 
reporter on board, a bullshit public relations idiot type, and she is going with us on 
this,” he said with a groan, rolling his eyes. “She’s going to stick by you. That’s 
the deal. If you go, she goes, and you two stick together.” 

As long as I go. “Vm good with that.” 

He shrugged. “It’s a pretty large cargo ship, probably transporting supplies to 
the outer-asteroids.” 

“Got it.” Aleina was surprised by how pleasant he was being. They were 
engaged in an actual normal conversation... had Tommy said something to him? 
She guessed he must have. 

“I’m taking the frontal assault with my big guy, Antonus. You will be the tail- 
end of rear security, with the reporter in the middle,” he paused before saying, 
“and Tommy as lead.” 

“Oh...” she said, genuinely surprised. 

“Yeah.” He looked at her knowingly as if to say he understood this was not 
ideal. Tommy definitely talked to him. “We pulled some shit to get to you, okay? 
Some shit that could get us in trouble. I know you probably think Tommy can get 
away with whatever, but it’s not that simple. We have obligations we skipped out 
on... for weeks... you understand?” 

“Yes... well, no, not really.” 

Bear sighed, then swatted at the air, “Shit is complicated.” 

“PII take your word for it.” 

Bear continued, “Anyway, part of the problem is this reporter. It’s a bad break 
that she’s here. We kept her in the dark about coming to get you and she’s mighty 
fuckin’ frustrated. So, this mission is our attempt to pay her back, so she’ll go easy 
on us once we get back to civilization. Because... well, we recently intercepted a 
signal coming out of Excelsior that, in the time we’ve been gone, the world has 
lost its collective shit.” 

Aleina’s eyes perked up, “What’s happening now?” The world did have a way 
of overreacting to things, she knew, especially Earthers. 
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Bear shrugged, “They think we’re dead or something.” 
“Hah! Why am I not surprised you’ve caused a solar system-wide incident?” 
Bear’s eyes grew big as he emphatically nodded, “Because we’re fuckin’ 
idiots?” He then shrugged, “We shouldn’t, but sometimes we lose perspective on 
Tommy’s popularity, you know? Anyway, we’re putting on a show for this 
reporter, a cool rescue mission... and maybe even doing some good for people in 


need, hopefully. Though, let’s be honest,” he said, rolling his eyes, “those fuckers 
are probably all dead.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Sóley... old ways 


Halldóra sat on the bed next to Sóley gently cleaning her wounds, a frown of 
disgust plastered on her face. Every time Dora dabbed one of the wounds with the 
cleaning pad, Sóley would wince in pain, and Dora would make a sucking sound 
with her tongue as if to say, Stop being such a baby. “I am not a baby,” Sóley said 
defensively. 

“I didn’t say you were,” Dora replied. 

“But you were thinking it.” 

“You don’t have any clue what I’m thinking,” Halldóra said bitterly then 
pushed harder against a wound in Soley’s shoulder. 

“Hey!” Sóley protested, “That is unnecessary.” 

“Stop being a baby.” 

“I knew it,” Sóley said accusingly, “you are such a liar.” 

Halldóra stopped and leaned her head back, looking at Sóley with contempt. 
She held a stare for a few seconds before saying, “Of the two of us, I don’t think 
you should be calling me the liar.” 

“What the hell have I lied to you about?” she said angrily knowing she’d yet 
had opportunities to lie since arriving. 

“Your story... it doesn’t make sense,” Dora said in a near-whisper. 

“Whatever,” Sóley said with unmistakable anger in her voice. “Everything I 
told you is true.” 

“Then why don’t I trust you?” Dóra mumbled as she pushed hard on the 
shoulder wound. 

“That hurts!” Sóley barked and, with her free hand, grabbed for Dora’s wrist 
to stop her from pushing harder. 

“Let go,” Halldora hissed. 

“Then stop trying to hurt me,” Sóley pleaded as she let go. 

“I’m not trying to hurt you. You’re hurt. I didn’t do that. You had that done to 
you by someone else. I’m the one trying to help you,” Dora told her, now dabbing 
at the wound gently. 

“Thank you,” Sóley said, as much for the help as the easing of the pressure. “I 
appreciate everything you’re doing for me. I would have died if not for you,” she 
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admitted, aware it was something true but also a thing that needed to be said in 
order to make her ex feel validated--something Halldóra had always needed when 
they’d been together, something Sóley had been bad at doing. 

“You definitely would have,” Dora said as she stopped cleaning the wound 
and reached down at her side for fresh bandages. “This,” she said holding up the 
bottom end of the bandage, “has a powerful antiseptic on it. It will close up your 
wounds better than the stuff we’ve been using but...” 

“But?” Sóley asked worried. 

“It’s going to burn for a while. And it will leave a scar. But it’s the only way 
I’m going to be able to close your wound and keep it from getting infected. Not to 
mention the clogging issues you’re going to have. This is the best way. I wish I 
had some Dearther medicine but this will have to do.” 

Sóley cringed but knew Halldóra was doing what had to be done. “Okay, let’s 
do it.” 

“You need a moment to prepare yourself?” 

“No,” she said, closing her eyes. “Do it now. Right now. Don’t--” Sóley did 
not get to finish the sentence before she felt pressure around her wound, followed 
by an excruciating burning sensation. “Owwww! I think something is wrong!” 
she shouted. 

“Nothing is wrong,” Dora said calmly, “it’s the medicine doing its job.” It 
burned with such ferocity that Sóley couldn’t help but reach for it with her free 
hand. Dora slapped it out of the way, “Stop! You’ll make it worse.” 

“Sorry,” Sóley grunted in pain, “I don’t even know what I’m doing.” 

“Relax,” Dora said in a soothing voice stroking Sdley’s forehead as she did. 
“Tt will only hurt for a bit longer.” 

Sóley waited for the pain to dissipate but it only seemed to be getting worse. 
“You're a liar,” she groaned, then laughed, knowing it wouldn’t help her bottom- 
line at all if she offended the only person willing to help. 

She was happy to hear Halldóra laugh as she said, “You’ll be okay you big 
wimp.” 

“I know I will be,” she lied placing her free hand on top of the hand Halldóra 
was using to stroke her head. “You always took such good care of me. I know you 
always will.” Though the words were purposefully manipulative, Sóley knew she 
meant them... on some level. Dora had always been there for her when they were 
together. She had always done right by her, looked out for her best interest, and 
gone out of her way to be as helpful as anyone had ever been. But for some 
reason, it had not been enough. Sóley didn’t even know why. It wasn’t Halldora’s 
looks. She was attractive enough and held that rigid military gate that turned 
Sóley on. Her body was thin but muscular. She was taller than Sóley which, 
though not a requirement, was nice for reaching for objects placed on high 
shelves. But it had not been enough. Now it would have to be; Sóley had run out 
of options. 
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But Halldóra was not the best out of the bad options, Sóley told herself. If she 
was going to be honest--might as well be honest with myself--, Dora was probably 
the best she could ever have. Someone who loved her, cared about her, looked 
after her, wanted only the best for her even at the expense of her own interest? So 
why had Sóley convinced herself those were bad things those long years ago? She 
tried to find the personality that had driven her mind then, but it was foreign to her 
now. What an unusual thing, she thought. Was I ever in control of my decisions or 
was there something driving me to this moment? Am I just a passenger on a ship 
hurtling toward the sun with no will to stop the inevitable? It couldn’t be that 
simple... and desperate. There had to be more to it. She was in control even if it 
felt like she wasn’t. And I'll prove it. 

Sóley grabbed Halldéra’s wrist locking her fingers in a cuff. “Stop doing 
that!” Dora said in a raised and annoyed voice. 

“No,” Sóley said in a seductive whisper. 

Halldóra tilted her head suspiciously looking side-eyed at Sóley. “What’s 
going on? What do you think you are doing?” 

Sóley relaxed her grip on moved her fingers up the inside of Dora’s arm, 
upward to the fabric of her t-shirt, past the shoulder, then grabbed the back by the 
neck, pulled Halldóra close, and kissed her on the lips. She heard Dora take a 
deep surprised breath through her nose, but there was no attempt to push away... 
and after a passionate minute, Sóley pulled back just a tad to say, “That’s what 
I’m doing,” before kissing her again. Halldóra moaned when Soley’s hand went 
lower... And like that, we are back to our old ways. 

Few thoughts followed, but Sdley believed her decisions were genuine even if 
necessary. She would do whatever to survive... but hoped this was more than an 
act of survival... she hoped it was love. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


The Reporter... Savior 


Izzabella finally had an audience with the Ravens and they wanted her to 
cover a possible rescue mission. “But what about the Militia crew you picked up? 
Isn’t that a bigger story?” she asked. 

Bear piped in before Tommy could, “You can mention it, but we don’t want to 
give it too much focus. It’Il come off as... favoritism.” 

“You think that’s a good idea?” Izzabella asked feeling it should be the lead 
story. 

“It’s a great idea,” Bear said dismissively. 

She wanted to contradict him but decided it wasn’t worth arguing with the 
Sergeant and instead said, “Fine. Whatever you say, Sergeant,” then looked at 
Tommy and asked, “So what is this rescue?” 

“Distress call says it’s a cargo ship attacked by pirates, and there’s been a 
shootout. Potential for action,’ Tommy cautioned. 

“Understood. And that’s great, but people are going to want answers about 
your disappearance, Lieutenant,” Izzabella protested, referring to him by his rank 
in order to remind Bear who was in charge. 

Bear answered anyway ignoring her attempt to direct the conversation toward 
Tommy, “You’ll shoot the footage then do a debrief with us. We’ll talk about our 
decision to help people in deep space. Got it?” 

“People are going to ask questions about the Ydalics you rescued. We have to 
cover them too and not just superficially. Evasiveness will only drive interest.” 
The brothers understood police work and how to make the masses love them. 
They did not seem to understand how hysteria worked... at least not in the way 
she did. 

“And you will tell them the Ydalics were grateful we came to their rescue,” 
Bear said forcefully. 

“And then people will ask why you didn’t follow protocol,” Izzabella fired 
back. 

“Because!” Bear barked, raising his hands above his head as if already 
exhausted by her questions. 

Tommy placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Bear...” he said softly, then 
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focused on Izzabella. “Do you have a suggestion? How we can spin this? I admit, 
we haven’t handled this the best way. But we need you to make this work for us. 
In the long run, it’s better for everyone.” 

”Let me see. How many of the Ydalics did you rescue?” 

“For reporting purposes?” 

“Sure... but I want to be able to properly frame this so it works to your 
advantage; it would best to tell me everything,” Izzabella said, genuinely wanting 
to help. She didn’t care if they’d broken rules. However, she did care about being 
kept in the dark... for months, away from the previous rescue and any footage she 
could have captured of it. 

“We have five in total,” Bear told her. 

The brothers then looked at each other for a bit before Tommy spoke up, “Two 
are in the brig.” 

“Two of the Ydalics you rescued?” 

“Yes,” Bear answered. 

“Okay, why do you have two of the people you rescued in cells?” 

Again, the brothers looked at each other for several seconds before Tommy 
answered, “One of them was part of an attack on the crew.” 

“So,” she said, piecing the information together, “one of the Ydalic you took 
prisoner attacked the Ydalics you saved?” 

“More or less, yes.” 

“Ts it more or less?” 

Bear nodded, “More.” 

“And the other?” 

Bear cringed, then said, “That’s like more... more.” 

“Am I going to get a better answer? The evasiveness is not helping.” Why are 
they holding back? 

“This cannot be in your report,” Tommy said. “I need you to understand how 
sensitive this situation is for them and for us.” 

“Go on,” Izzabella said hesitantly, unsure of where this was going. 

“This is off the record,” Bear told her. 

“Understood, off the record,” she agreed. 

“I need your word you will not jeopardize these people for the sake of a story,” 
Tommy said. 

“How often do I need to say it? This is for public relations. I’m not putting 
together hard news. I’m a professional. Why would I want to cause you 
problems? That’s not why I’m getting paid.” 

“Alright,” Bear said, “does your professionalism allow you to... not inform 
HQ and the--world for that matter--about whatever you may see that contradicts 
our... version?” 

What are the brothers up to, she wondered. “So you need me to lie to the 
world and then lie to your--our--bosses?” The brothers looked at each other 
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briefly, turned to her, and nodded. “May I ask, why? I mean, why rescue this crew 
and not tell anyone where you were going? And why lie? The truth is far better to 
tell than a lie that’s easily discoverable after you tell it.” Lying required you to 
remember a version of a story you didn’t experience. People were usually willing 
to forgive the truth, even if it was terrible. 

Tommy looked down for a bit before answering, “It’s complicated. We have to 
protect them.” 

She was getting nowhere. “Are you going to tell me why? Why them? What’s 
so special about them? To you?” 

Yet again the brothers looked at each other before Tommy said, “I appreciate 
that you want answers, but I don’t think anything good can come from me--us-- 
saying more.” 

This is exhausting. “If it is bad enough that you feel you have to hide it, then 
it’s going to be big enough that someone is going to find out. You need to realize 
that. People like me love to dig. It’s our job. If I wasn’t doing this, I’d 
immediately jump on the story. I’m trying to head off a problem by utilizing the 
truth. If we don’t tell them enough, they’ll fill in the blanks with whatever they 
can imagine... and it will likely be worse than the truth.” 

“You'd be surprised,” Bear said sarcastically. 

“Are you saying the truth may be worse than whatever people can imagine?” 

Bear started to answer but Tommy interrupted, “What we’re saying is this is an 
active investigation, and even we don’t know all the facts. But, for the time being, 
we have to let the world know we’re alive so they stop looking for us. And this 
mission should give them something to chew on for a bit, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Izzabella thought about it and answered honestly, “It will satisfy some. It will 
make others wonder more. I think you’re digging your grave here... I really do.” 

“So you think we shouldn’t do this?” Tommy asked. 

“We should inform them we’re alive. But I’m warning you, again, that lying or 
leaving out parts of the truth will not help in the long run.” 

“I expect you can make it work,” Bear said. “That’s why you are here. You’re 
supposed to be the best PR journalist... available.” 

“T’m the best, available or otherwise,” she said with a smile. 

“I believe you,” Tommy said returning the smile. 

“I don’t believe anyone,” Bear countered ensuring Izzabella would continue to 
dislike him. 


It took hours for them to link up with the cargo ship--a transporter Izzabella 
figured had to be ten times the size of their SYSPOL cruiser. The Raven’s Night 
connected to one of their mid-section airlocks after finding the others blocked. 
The point-team, made up of Bear and Corporal Spelman, entered without 
resistance. Moments later her team--made up of Tommy, the mysterious Y dalir 
Militia Colonel, and herself--received notice to enter. Izzabella moved in the 
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middle of the pack with Tommy in front and the Colonel behind. They were 
equipped with Conextifome armor and communications headsets. The Corporal 
and Sergeant, on the other hand, were in full battle gear; Bear wearing 
sophisticated Federation armor displaying a beautifully painted dawn and 
Spelman clad in standard SYSPOL blue armor. 

Tommy was armed with a SYSPOL rifle, and the Colonel carried pistols. 
Izzabella had with her several cam drones and two shoulder cams to record point- 
of-view footage. They were all equipped with sticky-boots, and she was thankful 
for it, still not comfortable floating in micro-gravity--her own fault for relying too 
much on the boots. 

They moved forward slowly with the point-team 10 meters ahead. They were 
fortunate the ship had power and the lights were active. It made the process of 
clearing corridors and rooms easier. The team was able to make short work of 
their rear section search and arrived at the massive cargo section in fewer than 20 
minutes. To Izzabella’s dismay, she’d only captured a few seconds of usable 
footage. It was already a bust of an operation, she thought, from a public relations 
perspective with little to show for the effort. 

As the point-team placed an electronic seal on the cargo hold, Tommy 
explained to her that it was so no one could ambush them from behind as they 
moved toward the front-end. Once that was completed, they started to move again 
but stopped when Officer Jackson’s voice blared alive on the operations channel. 
“Command, November India, we have company, over.” 

“Hold,” Tommy ordered the group on their local-talk radio. He then switched 
to the operations channel to respond. “Say again, November India.” Izzabella 
could see the armored group in front of them taking a new combat stance and 
focused cameras on them. She also noticed the Colonel taking a defensive posture 
in order to cover the rear. She made a mental note that the Ydalir Militia and 
SYSPOL utilized similar techniques. 

“Command, we just picked up an incoming ship traveling at high velocity on a 
direct intercept course with our present, over,” Jackson’s voice said. 

“November India, time to intercept, over?” Tommy asked. 

“Command, estimate one-two hours, how copy?” 

“November India, one-two hours, solid copy.” Tommy then switched back to 
local-talk. “Everyone hear that?” He received verbal confirmations that they did. 
“When it rains it pours, I guess. We’ll have to deal with whatever that is but 
first... proceed forward.” 

The lead group made it 20 meters before they found a body; a dark-skinned 
man of unknown age. They scanned his DNA with the UIN. It reported he was a 
45-year-old Earther named Madar Yusuf from the Somalian city of Luugq, and a 
captain of the mega cargo ship named Peace & Love. He’d been shot several 
times in the body and head. 

“Not much peace and love around here now,” Bear said coldly. 
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“Give me a fucking break,” the Colonel muttered under her breath. 

“Alright, let’s get going,” Tommy ordered. 

They didn’t get more than 5 meters before the Corporal found another male; 
the UIN identified him as Saad Warsame, a 39-year-old from Jowhar, Somalia. 
He, too, had been shot multiple times. 

“Looks like they put up a fight... possibly captured by pirates, and executed,” 
Tommy told her. [zzabella noted the time and reference for the news report. 

“Where are the pirates?” she asked. 

“Farther in is my guess,” Tommy said, then ordered the lead group to proceed. 
This time he did not follow. 

“Are we not going with them?” Izzabella asked. 

“We’re going to let them clear ahead. It’s safer,” Tommy told her as he 
watched the point-team. 

“May I send my drones ahead to capture footage?” she requested. 

“Go for it, but keep them behind the point-team.” 

“Not a problem,” she said then assigned the drones new targets to follow and 
set a distance to stay behind. 

A minute later, the Corporal’s voice came over the radio. “Lieutenant, bodies. 
Half-dozen.” 

“Copy. I’m coming.” Tommy turned to Izzabella. “You stay here until I tell 
you to move forward, okay?” 

“Okay.” She thought it curious Tommy hadn’t said anything to the Colonel-- 
the two having said no words to each other the whole time. 

After what seemed an eternity, Tommy’s voice informed them it was safe to 
come up. They moved through the main corridor into an open room with a kitchen 
and a number of bodies floating--all wearing similar yellow coveralls. 

“Pirates,” Bear hissed. 

“Definitely, but who killed them,” the Colonel wondered out-loud. 

“Not the men we found earlier, that’s for sure,” Tommy answered. “These 
pirates moved from the rear to the front. Those two men fought them off until they 
couldn’t. Someone else killed them.” Izzabella noted the time again. She now had 
usable footage. 

“Let’s find the killers,” the muscular Corporal demanded. 

The point group moved forward as Izzabella’s team stayed behind again. A 
minute went by, then... shooting. 

“Contact! Contact!” someone yelled over the operations channel. 

“Report!” Tommy yelled. There was more shooting. It was met with a volley 
of return fire. “Report!” Tommy yelled again and then moved forward without 
waiting for a response. 

Izzabella and the Colonel followed him through a tight corridor. As they 
reconnected with the point-team, Izzabella noticed a narrower section ahead and 
presumed that the size of their armor made it impossible for the Sergeant and 
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Corporal to move through it. 

“Retreat. Pull back, now,” Tommy ordered, and the teams complied quickly. 

“Wow, that almost went very badly,” Bear said when they were back in the 
kitchen. 

Tommy slapped his brother on the back of his armor. “Do me a favor, 
Sergeant, and tell whoever is shooting at us to stop. Thanks,” he ended with a 
broad smile as if it was all a game. 

“Sure thing,” Bear said and then switched to his helmet’s loud-speaker, “This 
is SYSPOL. Please cease your shooting. We’d like to live.” 

“Bullshit!” shouted a woman’s voice. 

“I swear,” Bear said sweetly elongating the last word. 

“You’re lying. Pl kill you all! Just try it,” the woman’s voice shouted. 

“If you let my Corporal come to you, you’ll see he’s wearing SY SPOL 
armor.” 

“Pirates steal cop armor too! I’m not an idiot!” 

Bear sighed and under his breath muttered, “Dear gods who don’t exist,” then 
shouted, “I’m coming, don’t shoot!” 

“Come and PI shoot,” the woman yelled then fired her weapon. 

“Hey! I hadn’t even come yet. Unbelievable!” Bear turned to look at Tommy 
and over the speaker system said. “You believe this lady?” 

“Fuck off,” the woman’s voice said in response. 

“Alright, Sergeant, how about a different tactic?” Tommy suggested. 

“Fine,” Bear said, “we going to do the fame-game?” 

“Affirmative,” Tommy acknowledged. 

“Copy that,” Bear said, then switched back to the loud-speaker and 
announced, “I have Tommy Raven here.” 

“That’s rich! Everyone knows Tommy Raven has vanished!” 

Bear laughed. “And now you’ve found him! Congratulations. You’re a hero!” 

“T’m no fool!” 

“Surely you are because we are SYSPOL, and I have Tommy Raven standing 
right next to me. So please stop shooting, or you might kill him.” 

After a brief silence, the woman’s voice said, “Prove it.” 

“Come out and you'll see,” Bear promised. 

“I’m no fool!” 

Bear grunted a heavy sigh, “So we’ve established!” 

“Just leave us alone!” said a younger voice. 

“Please don’t hurt us!” another young voice pleaded. 

“There are kids on this ship,” Tommy said. “Hold on, hold on,” he told the 
teams. “Alright,” he shouted, “no one will hurt you, it’s me, Tommy Raven!” 

“Sounds nothing like him,” the woman called back, and it made Bear laugh. 

“Say it again,” one of the young voices asked. 

“Hey everybody! It’s me! Tommy Raven! Yeah!” he shouted, this time with 
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more enthusiasm. 

They could hear voices talking but couldn’t make out what was being said. 
Finally, the woman spoke, “Send Tommy Raven up here, and we’ll come out.” 

“I’m not going to send him up there for you to shoot,” Bear told them. 

“We won’t shoot if it is Tommy Raven.” 

“It’s fine, Pll go,” Tommy told his brother. 

“Fuck that. Pll go with you.” 

“It will just scare them, Sergeant. Plus, you won’t fit. Don’t worry, I’ll be 
fine,” he assured his brother. 

“PII take off my armor and go with you if that’s what is necessary,” Bear 
hissed, and Izzabella loved it. This was all going in her report: big brother willing 
to put himself in danger for younger brother; both putting their lives on the line to 
save a woman and kids. It couldn’t get much better. 

“It’s okay. I'll be fine,” Tommy assured his brother again. 

“The fuck you will. Just wait for me!” Bear growled, growing angrier. 

“Stand down, Bear,” Tommy whispered. “It’s my call.” 

“Fuck it!” Bear barked slamming his left armored fist into the hull. He didn’t 
like it, but he had to accept the order, even from his little brother. It was great 
drama, Izzabella thought as she watched imagining how well it would play in her 
report. 

“Alright, this is Tommy Raven. I am coming to you. I am not armed. Please do 
not shoot me,” he announced then moved forward into the tight corridor and 
disappeared around one of the corners. 

They couldn’t hear anything for a minute... the air tense with worry and 
anticipation. But soon Tommy emerged with three young dark-skinned children 
hanging onto him. One very small child was in his arms, another, a bit older 
looking, hanging onto his leg, and a third, the oldest, with a tight grip around his 
waist. Izzabella zoomed her shoulder cams on the scene and sent her drones to 
film from various angles. It was a beautiful moment, she noted. People would eat 
this up. Tommy Raven saves small children from certain death. Right behind 
Tommy appeared an Earther woman. There was no way to know her age off-hand, 
but the children looked between 3 and 10, Izzabella thought. 

The woman was crying, shaking, and saying, “Thank you! Thank you, Tommy 
Raven! Thank you for saving us!” as her hands reached for him. 

“I love you, Tommy Raven,” the middle-child said, head buried in his neck. 

The oldest child, a girl with short black hair, looked up at Izzabella and saw 
her shoulder cams. “Are we on broadcast?” she asked. Izzabella initially believed 
she was 10 but now, looking at her face, thought she was closer to 12 or 13. 

“I’m recording for edit,” she told the girl. “It will be for broadcast later. What 
is your name?” 

“My name is Zahi Madar,” the girl said, looking directly into the camera, still 
clinging to Tommy’s waist, “and I’ve just been rescued by ‘The Savior of Earth!’ 
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Tommy Raven!” 
Tommy looked into the camera, flashed a winning smile, and shouted, “Yeah, 
baby, yeah!” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


Aleina... insider information 


Aleina floated toward the infirmary, the middle-child clutching her neck, 
Tommy just a few meters in front with the youngest and oldest still hanging onto 
him. 

“Tell me your name, sweetheart,” Aleina said to the girl as they followed the 
others. 

“Kaafi Madar,” said the girl’s muffled voice, her face buried in Aleina’s neck 
and shoulder. 

“Kaafi is a beautiful name. How old are you?” 

“Seven.” 

“And the little boy is your brother?” Kaafi didn’t answer, but Aleina felt the 
child’s head nodding against her body. “What’s his name, sweetheart?” 

“Riyo Madar.” 

“Such beautiful names,” Aleina said as they entered the infirmary. 

Doc Robin greeted the new troops with a happy, “Well, hello there, kids!” 

“I have a girl and boy here,” Tommy told her. 

“And I have a seven-year-old girl named Kaafi,” Aleina said. “And that’s 
Riyo,” she said, pointing to the boy. “And that’s--“ 

“Zahi Madar,” the oldest interrupted looking up from the grip she still held on 
Tommy. 

“Helloooo, I am the ship’s medic,” Doc said sweetly, “It is nice to meet all of 
you.” She then looked at the boy who shyly turned his face away. “How old are 
you, Riyo?” 

“He’s four,” Zahi said answering for her brother. 

“And you, Zahi?” 

“I’m twelve,” she said, tightening her grip around Tommy’s waist. 

“Aww, well, I’m going to look all of you over and make sure that you’re 
healthy. Does that sound okay?” None of the children responded. 

Tommy stroked Zahi’s hair with his right hand and patted little Riyo’s back 
with his left, then said, “Hey, Zahi, it’s okay to let go. I am right here. I won’t go 
anywhere while the doctor checks you out, okay?” 

“No,” said Zahi’s muffled voice. 
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“No one will hurt you. I promise,” Tommy said gently. “If you don’t feel 
comfortable, just let me know and we’ll stop.” 

His words seemed to ease Zahi’s apprehension, and she looked up. “Will you 
stay with me?” 

“Of course, Zahi. Of course,” he promised. 

Doc Robin didn’t take long to finish the exam and declared Zahi slightly 
malnourished but otherwise in good health, all things considered. “I’m going to 
give you supplements. They’re on this,” she said, holding out a thin patch. “I'll 
just put it on your hand, and it will dissolve by itself. Just don’t peel it off, okay?” 

Zahi looked up at Tommy, waiting for assurances. “It’s fine, it will help you. 
You have my word,” he told her. Zahi nodded, and Doc Robin put the patch on 
her hand. 

“It wasn’t that bad now, was it?” Doc asked. 

“No. It was okay... didn’t hurt,” Zahi admitted. 

“Excellent. See, kids, everything is fine. Now how about we go with you next, 
Kaafi?” Doc suggested, holding her arms out. 


The mother--now in sticky-boots--arrived a few minutes after the last child 
finished, Bear in tow. 

“Mama!” the children shouted when they saw her. 

Riyo, legs wrapped around Tommy, reached out to his mother with one arm. 
“Mom, Mom, Mom,” he beckoned her to him. She walked over quickly and took 
him in her arms as Zahi floated toward them grabbing her mother by the 
midsection and burying her face there. 

Kaafi did not join them, maintaining a comfortable grip around Aleina’s neck 
as she watched her family. “Do you want to go to your mother?” 

“No, it’s okay. You smell nice,” Kaafi said, studying Aleina. “Can I have eyes 
like yours?” she asked after a moment. 

Aleina smiled, “You like my eyes?” 

“They are so bluueeeee!” 

“She loves blue eyes,” her mother said. “Wanted to change hers for the longest 
time but her father loves--loved--her big brown eyes...” 

Kaafi rested her head on Aleina’s upper torso while looking at her mother and, 
in a somber tone, said, “My daddy is dead. He’s not coming back you know.” 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Aleina said in a soft voice. 

“They’ve had time to accept it,” their mother said. 

“T haven’t,” said Zahi’s voice, muffled in her mother’s clothes. 

“Same,” declared Riyo, who leaned his head sideways to look at his mother. “I 
want Daddy and Uncle Iman.” 

“We moved them into the cargo hold with... the others,” Aleina heard Bear 
say to Tommy in a lowered voice. She knew the others were the bodies of her 
crew. 
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“Understood,” Tommy said to Bear, then turned around and said, “We need to 
debrief with you... Mom.” 

“Diiran,” Mom said. 

“Of course, Diiran, I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay, I don’t think I’ve told you my name.” 

“I saw it on the manifest but was waiting for a formal introduction,” he said 
with a smile. “Anyway, I wish we had met under better circumstances, Diiran. But 
we need to talk to you about what happened.” 

“We went through it a bit with her,” Bear informed Tommy. 

“Good. We’ll do it again and Pll ask more questions,” he told Diiran as Riyo 
put his hands out toward Tommy. 

“Can I go back to Tommy Raven? Pleeeease,” Riyo begged his mother. 

“Tommy has work to do,” Diiran told her young son. 

“I’m sorry, Riyo, Zahi, and Kaafi, your mom is going with me to talk for a 
bit,” Tommy told them. 

“Noooooooo,’ cried Riyo. 

“You can stay with the Colonel until we’re finished. Would you like that?” 
Tommy asked. 

Kaafi, arms still around Aleina’s neck, nodded, but Riyo was not having it. 
“No! I want Tommy or Mommy! Mommy or Tommy!” 

“The Colonel is a very nice person,” Tommy assured them. “And remember, 
she has beautiful blue eyes,” he said with a tone of wonderment. “And see her 
hair? That’s called plaiting. And each color has a story.” Tommy smiled and, for 
the first time since their argument, locked eyes with her. In that brief moment, she 
nearly forgot they still had immense unresolved issues. 

“You think you could plait my hair like yours?” Zahi asked. 

“Tf it’s okay with your mother.” 

Zahi snapped her head around to look at Diiran who said, “Sure, if it will 
make you happy.” 


After Doc Robin booted them from the infirmary for being too loud, Aleina 
moved the kids into The Night’s largest guest room. Karin arrived shortly after 
and, as Aleina braided Zahi’s hair, showed the two youngest some kind of hand- 
slapping game to keep them occupied. 

“Can you color mine like yours?” Zahi asked turning her head to look at 
Aleina. 

“Keep your head straight, sweetie. Maybe not like mine. We could do it with 
colors that mean something to you.” 

“Like yours do?” 

“Yes,” Aleina said, finishing a braid on Zahi’s right side. There was more to 
do, and the micro-gravity kept causing the center braid to float into her eye-line 
slowing the process down. 


152 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


“Okay, tell me,” Zahi said excitedly, “what does the yellow one mean?” 

How to negotiate this... “Okay, so... the yellow represents my mother.” 

“Why?” 

“T was a little girl when--” she stopped herself to consider her next words. Zahi 
had seen enough horror, and Aleina thought she didn’t need to hear more of it, but 
also didn’t want to lie. “I lost my parents when I was very young,” she said 
thinking it would be enough information to get to the truth without saying more. 

“You lost your parents?” Zahi said, turning her head to look at Aleina. 

“Keep your head forward, sweetie. And yes, I did.” 

“How?” 

“Thank you for asking, but I don’t think--” 

“To pirates?” Zahi interrupted. 

Impressed by the girl’s intuition and feeling no desire to lie, she admitted, 
“Yes... pirates.” 

“I’m so sorry.” 

“Me too, love. And thank you,” Aleina said while collecting the top and right 
side braids into one clump and wrapping them together with a light medical 
adhesive. 

“How old were you?” Zahi asked in a delicate voice as if she understood there 
was pain to be found in the question. 

Aleina flashed on the foggy memory of a little girl pulling herself into the 
ventilation system to hide from killers, “I was about Riyo’s age.” 

Zahi shifted a bit before asking, “Four? So do you remember them? Your 
parents?” 

“I remember things about them,” like their bullet-riddled bodies, “but a lot of 
my best memories are there because my dad--my adopted dad--kept some of their 
belongings so I could know them when I got older.” 

“T should do that for Riyo,” Zahi said to herself. 

“I think that would be wonderful,” Aleina agreed. 

“Yeah... so--wait, are you from Earth, like us?” 

“Yes, but I was very young when I left.” 

“You never went back?” Zahi asked as she tried to turn around, but Aleina 
anticipated it and gently nudged her head forward. 

“Well,” Aleina said as her fingers negotiated around a hair knot, “I only spent 
a little bit of my childhood on Earth. And I attended the Junior Academy--* 

“In China?” Zahi interrupted, excitedly. 

“No, in England.” 

“Oh, cool. England... I’ve been to London, have you ever been?” 

“T have.” 

“But--wait--so how are you an... Ydal?” Zahi asked, confused. 

“I was adopted.” 

“But you were at the Academy?” Zahi asked, sounding even more confused. 
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“Yes, some Ydalics are required to serve in the Federation. And I went... but-- 
you know what, sweetheart? We’re getting way off-topic. I think I was about to 
tell you why the yellow braid represents my mother,” Aleina said, wanting to steer 
the conversation away from complicated matters. 

“Plait,” Zahi corrected her with the term Tommy used. 

“It’s braid where I come from. Tommy just learned a lot of his big words in 
England so he says plait,” she told Zahi. 

“Ahh, okay. So tell me why your yellow plait--sorry, braid--represents your 
mother.” 

“It’s okay, you can call it whatever you want. Anyway, one of the memories I 
have from my parents was a video of them on a beach, and my mother wore this 
beautiful yellow summer dress with flowers on it. And she kept spinning in circles 
making the bottom of the dress lift into the air which made my dad laugh. They 
were so happy, and I used to watch it whenever I needed to smile.” 

“Aww. I want to do that.” 

Aleina giggled and leaned over to Zahi, “You want to spin around in a summer 
dress?” 

Zahi grunted, “Noooo. I want to color the... braids, I’m going to say braids, 
okay?” 

“Whatever makes you happy, Zahi.” 

“Thanks! I want to color them something special. For my dad. For my uncle.” 

“I like that.” 

“I will think of a color... do I have to know right away?” 

“No. We can pick it later. See what your mother thinks.” 

“My mom doesn’t tell me how to wear my hair,” Zahi declared. 

“Fine. But I still have to get her permission.” 

“No you don’t. We can do it. Trust me,” Zahi said, and Aleina decided not to 
argue--she would seek permission anyway. “But I need to think of a color. Maybe 
you can help me find some.” 

“Happy to do--” Aleina said as Karin’s game with the kids got louder and 
drowned the end of her words out. “Hey, can we lower the volume a bit?” 

“Sorry, Colonel,” the Major said. 

Aleina could see the children looking at her with worry. “Don’t worry, I was 
talking to the Major. She’s my child. It’s okay. I get to scold her.” 

“She can’t be your child! She looks way older than you,” bellowed a 
disbelieving Riyo. 

It made Aleina laugh and the Major cringe. “Not much older,” the Major 
protested. 

Zahi hissed at her little brother, “Riyo! Not nice!” 

Aleina laughed. “It’s not a fair comparison. I’m an Earther, and the major is 
Ydalic. They don’t age like you and me.” 

“Oh...” Riyo said as if he understood. 
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“The Ydals are aliens!” Kaafi yelled at her brother. 

“Kaafi! They are not aliens!” Zahi yelled back. “You don’t know anything. 
Stop telling him stupid things.” 

“Listen to your older sister,” Aleina told the kids. “The Ydalics are humans 
like anyone on Earth. They were once Earthers just like you.” 

“They were?” Kaafi said sounding shocked. 

“Yes. Over a hundred years ago there was no place called Ydalir. It was 
known as Mars and Earth people settled there.” 

“The Ravens...” Zahi interjected. 

“Yes, the First Raven, as they called him. But even he wasn’t the first settler. 
There were others before him, decades before him. The First Raven just made it a 
home for people... for his people. There is a long story about that; I won’t go into 
it right now.” 

Kaafi’s face was intense with interest, “Why?” 

“It’s a long story that you will learn someday. Though, you’! probably learn 
the Earther version where they leave out all the bad things done to the Ydalics.” 

Kaafi looked confused, ““Why would they do that?” 

“It’s just... people... sweetie, I don’t know how to explain it to you.” 

“Why?” Kaafi demanded. 

“Anyway! Go back to playing with the o/d Major while I finish your sister’s 
hair.” 

“Okay...” Kaafi said, sounding disappointed. 

“And your other colors?” Zahi asked, returning the conversation back to 
Aleina’s braids. 

“The green is for Earth.” 

“Because you are an Earther!” she noted with pride. 

“I am, but mostly because of reasons personal to me.” It was a conversation 
too mature for a girl Zahi’s age, Aleina decided. 

“Okay. But you'll tell me later, right?” 

“Maybe.” 

“So you’ll tell me later, right?” 

Aleina laughed, “Sure. P1 tell you later.” Like when you’re 20. 

“I knew you would,” Zahi giggled victoriously. “And the blue?” 

“The blue is for Iceland, where the First Raven and the pioneers came from.’ 

“Okay...” Zahi said, confused, but deciding to move past it, “and the red?” 

“Fire... or lava. ‘From the land, created, in its manner, destroyed; Ydalir 
reborn and branded: first by fire... then by ice’,” she recited from memory, using 
the best translation from Old Norse to English. 

“What’s that?” Zahi turned her head to look at Aleina, who forced her head 
forward again. 

“Stay still, young woman, or I’ll make a bigger knot out of this than is already 
there.” 
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“Sorry. Sorry. But what’s that from? The fire and ice.” 

“It’s an Ydalic poem, written by one of the pioneers, Jon borsteinson. No 
relations to the First Raven. There were a lot of Jon’s and borsteinson’s back in 
those days.” 

“I... I don’t know what that means,” Zahi said confused. 

“It doesn’t really matter. But he wrote several poems about the Ravens. And 
Tommy’s mom took Hrafn as a family name after.” 

“Why?” 

“To make a long story as short as possible--and I apologize if this gets 
complicated--, the First Raven had a fishing boat named Krummi, which 
translated to Raven. When they settled on Ydalir, the first established town was 
named after that ship. So, when Tommy’s mom was choosing a family name, I 
guess she didn’t want to use Krummi again. And since Hrafn also means 
Krummi--which also means Raven--, she chose it. And then, since Ydalics either 
take the first name of their parent as a last name or take a family name--” 

“We do the same!” Zahi said excitedly 

“Oh, you do?” 

“Yes. My name is Zahi Madar Yusuf Amal. And my brother and sister have 
the same last name. We are given the name of our father and his father and his 
father. Some have even longer names, or so my mother tells me. Maybe my name 
is even longer, but they only told me that one.” 

“That’s very interesting,” Aleina admitted, happy to learn something new. “I 
like that. I was given my mother’s last name by my father--my adopted father.” 

Zahi turned her head again to look at Aleina, “Why your mother’s? Isn’t it-- 
don’t your people take the dad’s?” 

“Turn around! And yes, that is still a custom... a ridiculous custom if you ask 
me.” 

“Why?” 

“I see no reason to give children their father’s name over their mother’s. I 
prefer the way some Ydalics do it, if it has to be done at all, a family name. And 
that brings us back to... Tommy’s mom, Audur, who took the last name Hrafn-- 
Raven--, and then her children were given the last name Hrafns, which essentially 
translates to ‘of the Raven’.” 

“That... is confusing. But I think I--I get it. So that’s why Tommy is Tommy 
Raven,” Zahi said. 

“Yes and no. People use Raven because... I suppose because most people 
can’t pronounce Hrafns correctly.” 

“I can!” Zahi guaranteed, then said, ““Hrahh-buns.” 

Aleina stifled a snort, “You’ll get it eventually.” 

“TIl practice,” Zahi promised. 

“TIl help you get there, or you can ask any of the Ydalics, or even Officer 
Jackson.” 
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“Officer Jackson?” Zahi asked. “Oh, she is the one with the scars!” 

“Yes. How did you know?” Aleina asked trying to remember when the girl 
could have met Jackson. 

“T saw her on the broadcast singing with Tommy Raven, before they went... 
missing.” 

“Oh... I see, well... she’s a good one to go to because she’s an Earther who 
learned to say his name correctly. She doesn’t call him Tommy Raven at all,” 
Aleina said. 

“Yes, she does!” Zahi protested. “She said it on the broadcast.” 

“I believe you... but I didn’t see it, so I can only go by what I’ve heard. She 
called him Eylifur when I talked to her.” 

“Aye-what-er?” Zahi asked excitedly. 

“What’s an Aye-water?” Riyo asked from the other side clearly still listening. 

Aleina laughed, “You’re both getting it wrong. It is Aye-/ee-vur. Okay,” she 
said waving her hands for attention, “so Tommy’s real name... isn’t Tommy,” she 
told them. 

“It isn’t?” Kaafi and Riyo both said. 

“What do you mean?” Zahi wondered. 

“Okay, listen up, young people,” Aleina said in a cheery voice, “I will give 
you some super insider information about Tommy Raven. Are you ready?” 

“Yes!” shouted Riyo as he floated over, followed by Kaafi. 

When the kids were all by her side, Aleina said, “So, Tommy Raven was born 
Eylifur Fridur Hrafns.” 

“Wow,” Riyo said, “that sounds like a way cool name!” 

“Yeah,” Kaafi agreed. 

“But why does everyone call him Tommy Raven?” Zahi asked. 

“Like I was saying earlier, the Earthers say Raven because they probably can’t 
say Hrafns and it sounds cooler, to them, to say Raven,” she shrugged, “I guess. I 
don’t even remember how it happened. Most of his life he went by Tommi 
Hrafns.” 

“Wow, how many names does he have?” Zahi wondered. 

Aleina smiled, “I know, it sounds complicated but it isn’t. At least it isn’t to 
me. So, his name is Eylifur Fridur Hrafns which essentially translates, in English, 
to Everlasting Peace of the Raven.” 

“That is so cool!” Riyo exclaimed, and his siblings nodded in agreement. 

“It is, but when he was a young boy, around your age, Riyo, he had... wait, 
should I be telling you this?” 

“Yes, tell us! We won’t tell anyone you told us,” Zahi promised. 

“Okay, but you have to promise to not tell him I told you, okay?” Aleina said. 

“We promise!” Kaafi said, and her siblings agreed. 

“Fine.” In a whisper Aleina said, “Little Eylifur was a rascal who liked to 
break things,” this made the kids giggle, “and when his mother would accuse him 
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of doing something, he would always blame it on his friend ‘Tommi.’ Except there 
was no one named that. His parents realized Little Rascal Eylifur had an 
imaginary friend--” 

“What’s an imaginary friend?” Riyo wanted to know. 

“It’s a friend who isn’t real,” Zahi told him, “but don’t interrupt, I want to hear 
this!” 

“You can have a friend who isn’t real?” Riyo asked, his eyes opening wide. 

“No, you can’t, now stop interrupting the story!” Zahi growled. 

Aleina waited to make sure Riyo was done, then continued. “Anyway, so 
when he got a little bit older, and he would do something that got him in trouble, 
his family would jokingly say ‘Oh, Tommi did it again!’ which annoyed Eylifur 
who demanded they stop. And that’s why it stuck. Because he didn’t like it. After 
a while, everyone just called him Tommi.” 

“Wow,” Zahi said, “that’s wild! And how did Tommi become Tommy?” 

“Same reason he is called Raven instead of Hrafns, I imagine. Most Earthers 
found it easier to say Tommy Raven than Tommi Hrafns or Eylifur Friður 
Hrafns.” 

“That’s so dumb!” Riyo shouted. 

Aleina chuckled, “Maybe, but it’s how things often work out. Language and 
culture are funny like that.” 

“Thank you for telling us. You know so much about the Ravens,” Zahi said. 

“T should... I grew up with them.” 

Zahi’s head shook side to side as she blurted out, “You did?!” 

“Wait, you grew up with Tommy Raven?” Kaafi exclaimed. 

Aleina nodded, “I did, yes.” 

“You’re so lucky!” Riyo shouted sounding jealous. 

“Oh, I don’t know--“ 

The intercom suddenly came to life, and Bear’s voice announced, “We have 
visitors. Secure the civilians and prepare for contact.” 

She saw worry in the eyes of the children. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” Aleina 
assured them. 

“We’re not afraid,” Kaafi assured her. “We have Aye-lee... Aye-lee... we have 
Tommy Raven here... and you.” She then looked at the Major, “You too,” and 
gave her a big smile which made Karin chuckle. 

“Great story! Now for more. Tell me about your purple braid,” Zahi 
demanded, trying to return the conversation back to Aleina’s colors. 

“Now that is the longest story of all.” 

“Does it have to do with Tommy Raven?” Zahi wondered. 

Aleina dipped her head, impressed by the young girl’s guess, “Why yes... yes, 
it most definitely does.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


Two-Scars... our people 


They received notice the incoming ship was an Ydalir Militia rescuer named 
Engill responding to an emergency signal. When told SYSPOL had it under 
control, the Ydalics offered supplies; when informed there was no need, they 
transmitted a correction; it was they who were in need of supplies. Though their 
actions were strange, Eylifur couldn’t deny them assistance. 

“Contact, port side, 5,000 meters; in retro-burn, closing 50 meters per second,” 
Porcupine Thorn informed the crew. 

“Copy that and go fuck yourself, Porky,” Bear growled over the local-talk. 

“Let’s knock it off before we have another war,” Eylifur said, laughing, “and 
let’s hope they’re friendly.” 

“You’re no fun... and we’ll find out soon enough,” Bear replied. If either was 
truly worried, Two-Scars couldn’t tell. 

The Night, still docked with Peace & Love, disconnected from the cargo 
ship’s airlock and lined up for Engill. It took a few minutes, and by the time the 
maneuver completed, Engill was ready. 

“We’re deep inside you, little angel,” Bear said over the STS once the 
connection was made. 

“You have a way with words, Sergeant,” Eylifur chuckled. 

“Thank you for the penetration,” an Y dalic accent responded jovially over the 
STS. 

“You are very welcome,” Bear said, sounding happy to have the other side 
play along. 

“Alright, Engill, we’ll meet your boarding party in our airlock, over,” Eylifur 
informed them. 

“Copy. On our way.” 

Two-Scars hurried to the airlock and got there first. There she stood alone for 
a few minutes stroking the butt of the sidearm holstered to her thigh, waiting for 
the red light to turn green so she could open the bulkhead door; when the color 
changed, she announced, “Airlock is green. Airlock is green. Opening airlock. I 
say again, opening airlock.” The Night’s inner airlock door opened easily, 
revealing an empty tube connected to Engill. The light over their seal was green, 
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indicating their airlock could open. “Green, green, green,” Two-Scars said over 
the STS. 

“Roger; green, green, green,” replied the Ydalic on the other side. “Opening.” 

“T’m with you,” Eylifur said as he floated in behind her. 

Two-Scars acknowledged him with a thumbs-up, then watched as Engill’s 
airlock door opened, revealing several Ydalir Militia red troopers in full assault 
gear, which she thought was strange. Two of the Ydalics boosted into The Night’s 
airlock wearing helmets, swords sheathed at their sides. They were followed by 
two more. This is more than strange, she thought. 

Over local-talk, Eylifur whispered, “You are in command, Two-Scars.” 

“Understood,” she said, surprised, even though the Lieutenant had been giving 
her more authority of late. She’d been operation’s lead on the Peace & Love 
assault and also debriefed the survivor after. Js he grooming me for more? she 
wondered. If so, she did not want to disappoint or embarrass him, and her heart 
raced as she addressed the Ydalic, “Who is in command?” 

The Ydalics didn’t respond, exchanging looks back and forth between each 
other. Two-Scars was sure they were communicating on their own local-talk and 
steadied her hand near the sidearm in case they were up to something. Why are 
they in combat gear if all they need is supplies? What does Eylifur expect me to 
do? Outnumbered and possibly out-armed, she decided he’d want her to call for 
backup. “Be advised, I have four Y dalir Militia in the airlock, fully outfitted for 
war and acting weird. All available hands come to me,” she whispered over local- 
talk. 

Bear’s voice shouted over the radio, “On my way!” 

“Right behind you,” she heard Antonus say in a low voice. 

Two-Scars peeked over her shoulder and saw him with a rifle slung over his 
back. Good, we have more firepower. “I’|l ask again,” she said louder this time, 
“who is in command?” 

One of the Ydalics removed their helmet, revealing a middle-aged man with 
short blond hair and a bushy beard. “I am very sorry,” the man blurted, looking at 
the Lieutenant, “Eylifur Fridur Hrafns, we thought it could be your ship, what 
an--what an incredible honor it is to meet you.” 

“Tt is nice to be met,” Eylifur said right as Bear floated into the room. “And 
you are?” 

“I am Captain Birkir Jonsson,” the man said, then switched to Old Norse. The 
only thing she understood was a reference to the Fifth Raven, then Third Raven. 

“Is it?” Bear responded sarcastically to whatever was said. 

“Eyes to me,” she said to the Ydalic, who complied. “I am in command,” she 
told him, “so let’s do this in English.” 

“Sorry,” the man called Birkir said, then turned again to Eylifur and Bear, “I 
hold your mother and grandfather in the highest respect. We are loyalists.” 

“If you are Hrafns /oyalists, why are you dressed for a fight on their ship?” she 
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demanded. 

“We meant no disrespect,” the Captain said defensively, still looking at 
Eylifur. 

“Then take your armor off and disarm,” Two-Scars ordered. 

The Captain looked at her, then back at the brothers, and said, “My 
apologies,” then gave a signal to the others to remove their helmets; they did, 
revealing three more middle-aged bearded men. “We did not expect to--we were 
not prepared to--we didn’t think we’d meet the sons of Audur Hrafn,” Birkir 
stammered. 

“Your eyes don’t work? How many ships look like ours?” Bear growled. 

“We didn’t--we were not fully inform--” 

“What were your intentions if it had been someone else?” Eylifur interrupted 
before Birkir could finish answering. 

“We--we came here for... people.” 

“Which people?” Bear asked. 

“I thought you said you were responding to a rescue call... and then you said 
you needed supplies,” Two-Scars reminded them. 

“Out of--out of respect,” Birkir said, clearly frazzled, eyes focused on Eylifur, 
“I won’t lie. We’re here to get our people, the ones you have on your ship.” 

“How could you possibly know who we have on our ship?” Bear demanded. 

“We... I--I’m not able to--by the Militia Code I cannot reveal classified 
information,” the Captain said. 

“Classified information?” Eylifur replied with a chuckle. “What is that? Are 
you in possession of magical powers?” He stared at the man for a while before 
speaking again. “No, Captain, I need a better answer. Where is that respect for my 
family you were talking about?” 

The Captain silently swayed side to side for a moment, eyes looking up, before 
he finally said, “I request, under--under SYSPOL--under SYSPOL,” he stumbled 
through the words, “and Federation, and Y dalir law that you let us take our people 
home.” 

Bear moved aggressively toward the Ydalic, “Your people? Fuck you!” 

Eylifur stuck out his right arm to stop his brother from getting closer, “I’m not 
handing over anyone,” he said. 

“By law--“ 

“By law?” Eylifur interrupted the Captain. “You misrepresented your 
intentions to a SY SPOL officer in order to receive docking privileges. And you’re 
talking to me about legal rights?” 

“Respectfully--“ 

“You’re full of respect for someone who lied to me to get onboard. And 
outfitted for a fight,” Eylifur barked. 

“My apologies--“ 

“Excellent. Apology accepted. But I’m more concerned with everything 
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leading up to the apology. I want you all to disarm immediately and remove your 
armor.” The Ydalics did not, filling the air with more tension. 

Two-Scars’ hand inched toward her side-arm as she asked, “Hey, Sarge, you 
armed?” 

“Bet your ass I am,” Bear said, sounding happy he might get to shoot 
someone. 

“Corporal, your rifle ready?” 

“It is,” Antonus replied. 

“Excellent!” Eylifur barked. “In case you’re not aware, all three of my officers 
are battle-hardened. I suggest you do as I say before my crew demonstrates that 
experience... to your detriment.” 

“Let me shoot someone, Lieutenant!” Bear growled. 

“Sergeant, while I appreciate your eagerness to kill, I did place Two-Scars in 
charge, so it’s her call.” 

“Fuck me!” Bear barked. “Fine, Two-Scars,” he groaned, “waiting on your 
call!” 

She wanted to laugh but knew it would send the wrong message to the 
Ydalics. “If these nice men don’t do as the Lieutenant requested, I’1l release your 
blood-lust, I promise,” she snarled. 

The Captain raised his hands out to his sides, “We will do as you command.” 
He slowly unlatched the belt around his waist holding the sheathed sword, then 
pushed the mechanism toward Eylifur who grabbed it and handed it to Two-Scars. 

“Now the rest of you,” she demanded. 

The other Ydalics followed suit. 

“I request to meet with our people,” said the Captain once his crew was 
disarmed, “the ones you rescued.” 

“You have that right,” Eylifur told him, “but first I want you all out of your 
armor. Are there any more on board your ship?” 

“Just us.” 

Bear let out a sarcastic laugh, “I don’t know why we’d take your word for it 
anyway.” 

Eylifur patted Two-Scars on the shoulder and said, “You know what to do.” 

“Sergeant,” she said, hoping she knew what the Lieutenant wanted her to do, 
“once these four are out of their armor, place them under arrest.” 

The Captain protested, “Respectfully, you have no legal authority--“ 

“With all due respect, Captain,” she interrupted, “you have given us 
reasonable suspicion of your actions. We must place you under arrest... for the 
time being.” 

“It’s probably because you’re a fucking liar that things aren’t working out the 
way you wanted,” Bear interjected. 

“Okay, Sergeant...” Eylifur said in a soothing tone. 

Bear huffed, “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking, Lieutenant.” 
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“Corporal, secure their weapons,” Two-Scars commanded, enjoying the power 
she had. Antonus did as ordered. 

As the Ydalics removed their armor, something caught Two-Scars’ eye. 
“Throw me that chest piece,” she told one of the Ydalics who pushed it over to 
her. She flipped the armor piece around and looked closely at the right breast area; 
there she saw the weird design the Colonel had shown her during their first 
meeting. 

She gestured to Eylifur, “Lieutenant, may I have a word?” 

Eylifur walked over to her in his sticky-boots as Bear and Antonus covered the 
Ydalics with their weapons. “Hey, you’re doing great,” he told her when he got 
close. 

“Thanks,” Two-Scars said while fighting off her face’s urge to turn red from 
the compliment. 

“So, what’s up?” 

“Check out the center of their chest guards, Lieutenant,” she said in a low 
voice. 

He did. “What am I looking for?” 

“When we first rescued the Colonel, she mentioned the attackers had a special 
design on their armor that no other Ydalics had. It’s a figure-eight of some type.” 

Eylifur examined the armor. “This?” he asked after a few seconds, pointing to 
the design. 

“That,” she confirmed. 

“Was this in your report?” 

“It was.” 

“Hmmm. I must be getting old. I don’t remember...” 

“T only noted that the Colonel removed a piece of armor with an unusual 
design.” 

“I’ve never seen anything like this. I have no idea what it could mean. And I 
really should,” he said, squinting. “I mean, my family founded the Militia, after 
all.” He paused for a few seconds before saying, “Get the Colonel and have her 
meet us in the holding-cells.” 

“Got it, Lieutenant.” 

He moved to leave, then stopped, and looked at her for a moment before 
saying, “If I haven’t told you before... you were born for this, I hope you know 
that.” 

Two-Scars wanted to smile, laugh, attack the air with a victorious punch, and 
do a spin-dance, but instead, she stayed cool and said, “Thanks, Lieutenant, that 
means a lot.” She could do all those other things later in the privacy of her own 
quarters. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


Aleina... my sins 


Jackson opened the bulkhead door to the holding-cell area and motioned 
Aleina inside. Standing in the room were Tommy, Bear, Antonus, and a bearded 
blond man wearing white Y dalir Militia officer coveralls. She also noticed 
considerable chatter coming from the cell areas and decided Tommy had recently 
arrested more people. 

“Colonel,” Bear said as Jackson closed the bulkhead door, “this is Captain 
Birkir Jonsson, and he says we are to hand you over to him.” 

“By what authority?” she demanded. 

“That’s what we’re wondering,” Tommy said from behind the Captain. 

“By order and authority of the Viking Council, Colonel. You have abandoned 
your post,” the Captain charged. 

“Abandoned my post? Are you drunk, Captain? My ship was attacked and 
damaged beyond repair. We were rescued by these police. We would have died if 
not for them.” 

“We received your distress signal and were coming to rescue you,” the Captain 
countered. 

“Hold on, you were you going to rescue their ship in a light cruiser?” Tommy 
asked suspiciously. 

Bear laughed, then said, “Oh boy, here we go, you’re really digging your 
grave, my man.” 

“We are the ORF, Fifth Raven,” the Captain said. ““We were sent ahead of the 
MRF.” 

Bear let out a doubtful grunt and with a thick sarcastic tone asked, “So if 
you’re the quick rescue force, how far behind is the main rescue force?” 

“Several weeks, Prins,” the Captain said. 

Bear flinched. “I ain’t no fuckin’ prince,” he barked while moving his body 
toward the man, and for a moment Aleina thought he might strike the Captain. 

“You are Audur’s firstborn, Hrafns,” the man said, defending himself, “a Lord; 
you are the rightful heir--“ 

Bear was having none of it and interrupted, “I’m not shit to do with your 
Ydalic bullshit. We’re cops. That’s it. You want a fuckin’ prince? Go resurrect the 
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bones of my grandfather... or my mother.” 

“But... they were kings,” the Captain said as if he needed to remind Bear of 
his heritage. 

“They were idiots!” Bear shouted so loud it silenced the background chatter in 
the room. “My grandfather was a sociopath, and my mother was blinded by 
loyalty. If she had any sense, she’d have abandoned him before he got them 
killed! Don’t fuckin’ talk about them like you knew them.” Bear moved in close 
to the Captain with a balled-up fist and threatened, “Call me a prince or lord again 
and Ill crack your fuckin’ skull open!” 

“Excellent, Sergeant. Thank you for that,” Tommy said in an even tone, 
attempting to inject calm. “Now, Captain... we’d like you to provide us with the 
contact frequency of your main rescue force so we can update them about the 
current situation.” 

The Captain appeared stunned by the question, “I--I--I can’t do that,” he 
sputtered. 

“Why?” 

“It’s... it’s an operational matter. We--we’re not under SY SPOL authority. I 
cannot share, nor would I share, operational frequencies not covered by the 
treat--“ 

A still spiraling Bear cut him off, “Holy fuck the gods in their ears! Are you 
invoking peace treaties?” 

“Sergeant...” Tommy said with a sigh, flashing his brother an admonishing 
look. Aleina remembered a time when Tommy was the kid and Bear the 
dominating big brother who controlled every conversation. But now little brother 
held rank and could rein in the raging Bear... to some degree. 

“Sorry, Lieutenant...” Bear said through clenched teeth, backing off. 

“Captain,” Tommy said, changing focus back to the Ydalic officer, “I 
appreciate your need for operational security. But you intercepted us. You boarded 
our ship fully armed. You didn’t approach with friendly intent... and appear 
unwilling to cooperate. What am I supposed to do? What do you want me to do?” 
He paused before saying, “Help me help you.” 

“Hrafn Fimmti... 1 do not wish to insult you in any way. As I said before, I 
have a great respect for your family... and for you, my Lord. But I have my 
orders, as you must understand.” 

“Captain, I am no Lord,” Tommy said with calm, contrasting Bear’s dramatic 
approach. “These honorary titles were not earned by my brother nor me. We 
appreciate your respect for our family and do not wish to insult you in any way--“ 

“The fuck I don’t,” Bear said under his breath but loud enough to be noticed. 

Tommy took in a deep calming breath, then continued, “I don’t wish to insult 
you and your traditions, but we’re long past the time of such honors. Hrafn Fyrsti 
is gone and so are his ways. I’m just a simple cog in a big machine... and I have a 
job to do.” 
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“I understand Hra--I mean, Lieutenant. My apologies... and to you, Sergeant.” 

“Fuck o--“ Bear started to say. 

Tommy interrupted him by raising his voice, “Thank you, Captain!” He stared 
at Bear to make sure he wasn’t going to finish the thought. “Now, if you refuse to 
hand over that frequency, I’m going to put you in a cell, and keep you and your 
men there until we get to our next destination.” The Captain started to protest but 
Tommy held up a hand and stopped him, “Do I really need to remind you of 
everything I just said about your hostile intent?” 

“But my Lor--“ 

“No,” Tommy interrupted with a raised index finger, “it’s Lieutenant.” 

“Lieutenant,” the man corrected, “we meant no hostile intent. This is a 
misunderstanding. We only boarded in armor for our own protection.” 

“You were also armed,” Jackson reminded him. 

“Yep,” both brothers said as one. 

“Only--only because we didn’t know if you were pirates who--who stole a 
police cruiser who--uhh--who painted it your colors,” he pleaded unconvincingly. 
“SYSPOL doesn’t come out here. How would we know who you were? Your 
signal beacon is off. We only found you--“ the Captain stopped himself from 
finishing the sentence. 

“You only found us... what?” Tommy asked, flashing the Captain a side-eye 
of suspicion. 

“Nothing.” 

“Captain, you’re doing it again,” Tommy said with what Aleina sensed was 
impatience. 

“Sorry, Lieutenant... with respect, I’d like to be put in my cell now.” 

Bear laughed. “What the fuck? Are you insane? You were just arguing with us 
to not put you in the cell and now you want us to put you there?” Bear moved 
toward the Captain, fist raised. “Give me the word, Lieutenant and Pll beat the 
stupid liar out of him.” 

Tommy dropped his head, as if in defeat, and said softly, “While I appreciate 
your willingness to break the law by beating our prisoners, I’m going to decline 
your offer, Sergeant.” 

“Have it your way,” Bear said putting his fist away into an imaginary holster. 

“Corporal, put the Captain in the empty cell,” Tommy said. Antonus moved to 
carry out the command, but Tommy held out his hand, “Hold on... Captain, tell 
me something, what is that design you all have on your armor? The Colonel,” he 
nodded toward Aleina, “had trouble with troopers who carried the same mark.” 
The Captain remained silent. “It’s an interesting double-letter, maybe a B and D? 
What does it mean?” The man looked down, refusing to even acknowledge the 
question. “Nothing? Fine. Carry on, Corporal.” 

“You sure you don’t want me to at least squeeze the answer out of him?” Bear 
asked. 
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“I’m sure of it, Sergeant. You and I need to have a talk with the Colonel,” 
Tommy told him. 

“Understood, Lieutenant.” Bear floated over to Aleina and gestured for her to 
lead the way out of the cellblock. “We’ll talk on the bridge,” he informed her once 
they were in the corridor. 

She nodded, pushed off the hull, and floated in that direction uncertain about 
what was to come. 


Tommy stood in his sticky-boots near the front of the bridge, right hand 
latched to a hold-grip, head down as if looking for something on the hull. Aleina 
stood in the center with Bear a couple of meters off to her right; the old man’s 
arms folded as he held a stern look of judgment. 

“What the fuck is going on, kid?” Bear growled. 

“It’s cute you can’t come up with anything better than kid, old man,” she said 
calmly. 

“How about we just talk like civilized people,” Tommy said without lifting his 
head. Is he avoiding looking at me? 

“Td love to talk like civilized people but Leinee has been keeping things from 
us,” Bear roared, “I know it!” 

“Bear...” 

“Don’t Bear me, little brother. I don’t know what the fuck is going on with 
you two, but this is stupid. I’ve kept my mouth shut--“ 

“You’ve kept your mouth shut?” Aleina interrupted, tossing the old man a 
sarcastic laugh. 

“Fuck you. I’ve kept my mouth shut about whatever weird shit 1s going on 
between you two. I don’t ask questions. I don’t get involved in your shit. Alright? 
But now it has to become my business because there’s something big going on 
and, for whatever reason, you’re protecting her. So what is it? Tell me. What did 
Leinee do?” 

“What did J do? Why do you automatically think /’ve done something?” 

Bear rolled his eyes and said, “Really? I don’t know, maybe because you’ve 
always been the fuck up.” 

Aleina felt as if she’d been ambushed and shouted, “‘/’m the fuck up?” 

Bear shrugged, “It had to be said.” 

Aleina poked her chest, “Of course, /’m the fuck up! That’s an incredible 
summary of me, coming from you,” she said with a loud grunt. 

Bear waved his hand at her, dismissively, and smirked, “Come on, you were 
constantly picked on, and I know it wasn’t your fault but let’s be honest, you 
couldn’t fight your own battles. If not for Tommy constantly pulling you up, 
you'd have... what?” 

How fuckin’ dare he? She turned and looked at Tommy, “Is that the version 
you’ve been telling him? Is that how you remember it?” She expected an answer, 
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but Tommy continued looking down. “Really?! You’re going to say nothing?” 

“See? This is what I’m talking about. This thing between you two... it has to 
end. Fix it and move on,” Bear demanded. 

Aleina twisted her neck to look at Tommy, “I hate to say it, but I agree with 
the old limp-dick.” 

“Fuck you very much, kid.” 

She looked at Bear with a cross expression, “You have no shot, dummy. And I 
was agreeing with you, psychopath.” 

“If I was a psychopath, I’d have no compunction about beating your face in.” 

“Compunction?” she snorted. “Big word for an idiot.” 

“Tve learned,” he declared defensively, “things!” 

It made her genuinely laugh. “I’m sure you’ve learned things, like how to 
threaten people... and beat them when you don’t get your way.” 

“And? It’s effective. I’ve gotten very far in life doing that.” 

“And landed you in prison,” she reminded him. 

“And now I’m here,” Bear declared arms outstretched displaying a proud 
smile. 

“Indeed. Because your brother pulled you out.” 

“Yep. He’s fond of helping out /osers and that takes us back to you.” 

Aleina flinched, “Touche, old man.” He’d scored one, she couldn’t deny it. 

“Fuck you, kid.” 

“So...” Tommy said, breaking his silence, “clearly we need to talk about some 
things.” 

“Excellent, my great defender speaks!” she announced to the room raising her 
arms as if a great victory had just been earned. “So what do you want to talk 
about?” 

Bear spoke instead. “Tell us whatever you did to fuck everything up.” 

Aleina decided to ignore Bear and, wanting Tommy to talk to her, said, “Are 
you going to look at me, or are you going to keep looking down letting your 
brother talk for you like some kind of idiot ventriloquist?” 

“Again, fuck you,” Bear barked. 

“Again, no shot,” she said while keeping her eyes on Tommy, waiting for him 
to say something, or to look at her. When he didn’t, she barked, “Tommy” 

It worked, and his eyes met hers. “Yes, Leinee?” 

He wasn’t supposed to call her that but she decided to let it go. “See? That 
wasn’t so tough. Now say more words.” 

He sucked in a deep breath as if waiting for courage. “Fine,” he said after a 
long pause, “it is about time I get to some truths. Let me start with you, Bear.” 

“Start with me?” Bear said, spinning his head in surprise to look at Tommy. 

“Yep... Leinee already confided some things to me that I’ve kept from you, 
I’m sorry about that,” Tommy admitted. 

“She did?” 
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“Yep.” 

“And you kept it from me?” Bear asked, sounding hurt. 

Tommy nodded, “I did.” 

“Why?” 

A tired sigh escaped Tommy’s lips, “I suppose I have a serious problem 
keeping important information from the people I love the most... probably 
because I’m afraid of disappointing them.” 

“What does Leinee know that would make me disappointed in you, bro?” 

Tommy looked up as he thought about the question. “God... what Leinee 
knows... and what Leinee doesn’t know about me that would disappoint both of 
you...” 

Bear and Aleina looked at each other, both equally confused. There was 
quiet... until Bear broke the silence with an unusually gentle tone, “Look, I don’t 
know what is going on right now, but we--the three of us here--are family. I can be 
an asshole, clearly, but I speak with anger when I care--and, admittedly, 
sometimes when I don’t, I’m clearly an angry guy. Anyway, it doesn’t matter if we 
haven’t seen you,” he said, looking at Aleina, “for more than a decade, we will do 
whatever we can to help. We... okay, I, apparently, because I’m out of the loop,” 
he said, pointing at himself, “just want the truth, and, as they say, the truth will set 
you free.” 

Seconds earlier he’d been a raging idiot, and they’d been at war, but now... he 
was different, so she decided to meet his calm with her own. “That’s fair. And I’m 
willing to tell you whatever you need to know.” 

“Okay,” Tommy said, “this wasn’t the plan but... I have to do something 
before I lose my courage.” He looked at Bear and said, “Hey, big brother... can 
you leave us alone?” 

“Oh... uhh, sure, little brother.” Though confused, Bear quickly exited the 
bridge and shut the door behind him, leaving Tommy and Aleina alone. 

“So...” she said, waiting for him, unsure, even afraid of what was coming. 

“The truth will set you free, Bear said.” 

“That he did.” What's happening? 

“Perhaps it is time to let 1t set me free...” 

“Of what?” Aleina asked, having no idea where he was going with this. 

In Tommy’s eyes she saw a deep sadness as he said, “I think it is time I 
confess my sins.” 

“What sins do you have to confess?” 

He crossed his arms as if protecting himself, “All of it,” he said as their eyes 
held. “Every lie I’ve been telling for ten years; even though it scares me to do it, 
you need to know. You deserve to know.” He paused for a deep breath, then said, 
“I know you must feel I abandoned you... I know it. J did. I left and never told 
you why.” 

“I admit, it crossed my mind once or twice,” she lied. 
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“It’s been with me every day since,” he said in a near-whisper. 

Aleina was taken aback by the sound of pain in his voice, “What is it, 
Tommy? What happened?” 

He let out a deep long sigh, “I am a fraud, that’s the what of it all. Some day 
soon the world will realize it... and my legacy will be written with history’s 
contempt for my lies.” 

Aleina didn’t know what to say. “It... it can’t be that bad, can it?” 

“It’s worse than you imagine, I am sure. My brother doesn’t know. Or if he 
does, I don’t think he knows for sure... I certainly never told him, too damn afraid 
of what he’d think of me.” 

“What is so bad you can’t tell your brother?” The way he looked and talked 
worried Aleina and all her defenses disappeared as she felt a sudden need to 
protect him. 

Tommy sighed, squeezed his eyes closed and covered his face with his hands. 
He said nothing for a long time... taking several deep breaths before uncovering 
his face. “I’ve been hiding it for so long that it’s become part of me, like how an 
injury you don’t take care of just becomes... you. This--oh, Leinee--fucking lie.” 
He looked at her with a sadness that made her want to comfort him, or slap him or 
walk away and end the conversation before she found out whatever was making 
Tommy look like this. 

She tried to say, “You don’t have to--“ 

But he interrupted, “I do... I lost all expectation of trust with you and this is 
the only way... only way I can think of that will make you understand I’m still the 
same--that my feelings are still the same for you. I abandoned us and I can never 
take that back, but my heart has always remained with you.” 

Aleina braced for something terrible but allowed her voice to deliver a gentle 
response, “I’m... I’m glad to hear it.” 

Tommy’s eyes appeared glassy and his voice wavered as he said, “Do you... 
do you remember that day on the meadow?” 

The meadow, he said; an electric charge shot through Aleina, starting at the 
tips of her fingers and firing throughout her body, erupting with an indescribable 
force within her heart. It transported Aleina back to a time where a part of her 
mind had lived for a long time without him. She’d thought herself alone within a 
fantasy... a silly girl pining for a moment that existed for only a few hours in the 
real world. She’d convinced herself, after years of not wanting to believe it could 
be true, that Tommy never shared those feelings and that the meadow was only 
special to her. Why else would he have abandoned his promise so soon after? It 
couldn’t have meant anything, right? But now... but now... “Yes. I remember... I 
remember the meadow...” she said as delicately as her heart would allow for 
nothing made her more afraid to say. 

He looked at her with vulnerable eyes, then closed his fist, pounded it to his 
chest, and said, “I missed you... so much.” 
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Aleina tightened her mouth and fought the urge to completely abandon her 
emotional guard, “I... I missed you too, Tommy,” she admitted. “I didn’t know if 
you... if you missed me, to be honest.” 

He let out a long breath as if he’d been holding it in for a while. “Everything 
I’ve done... all of this stupid shit,” he stretched out his arms and looked around 
the bridge, “all of it is because of... you.” 

What does that mean? “J--1 don’t--okay--wait one. That makes no sense.” Her 
mind generated questions so quickly she couldn’t keep up. What the hell is he 
saying? 

“Everything about me, everything I’ve become, is built on lies. Ten years... I 
can’t believe it has been that long I’ve been shoveling this bullshit. Ten fucking 
years of Tommy goddamn Raven the fucking savior of the fucking Earth, and it is 
horse-shit invented by... politicians!” He spit out the words as if they pained him. 

“What do you mean, Tommy? I’m so confused. What lies? Who are the 
politicians?” 

“Will you promise not to hate me when I tell you?” he said with the innocence 
of a young child. 

Without thinking about it she said, “Of course I promise--” 

“No. Wait. Sorry... I shouldn’t ask that. I have no right to that. Please, forget I 
said it. You don’t owe me anything,” his voice cracked on the last word. 

Aleina wanted to protect the wound inside, but something took control and 
said in a voice so naked it was barely recognizable, “Tommy... I owe you 
everything,” 

“No, don’t,” his voice pleaded. “I need you to--I don’t want you to--I can’t-- 
okay, wait.” He held quiet for a moment, then said, “You know that thing we 
would say... about how villains are heroes in their own stories?” 

“Of course I do.” It had been one of their favorite discussions as kids... how 
bad people justify every evil action by telling themselves they did it for good 
reasons. 

“Well, Leinee... I don’t think I’m the hero of my story. I think I’m the 
villain.” 

She didn’t know what was making him say those words, but instinct told her to 
counter it. “I imagine villains don’t think they are villains, Tommy... I mean to 
say, maybe you... maybe you have to be a hero to even wonder.” Aleina needed to 
rationalize it not wanting to imagine Tommy any other way. 

“No... you can be a villain and wonder,” he said quietly, dropping his head. 

“Tommy, I don’t know what is going on. Please, tell me. Why are you saying 
this?” For the moment they were kids again... she wasn’t a Colonel and he wasn’t 
Tommy Raven. She wanted to comfort him, to protect him the way he’d protected 
her when no one else would. She quickly decided there was nothing he could say 
that would change the way she’d felt about him. He was Tommi Hrafns, then, 
now, and forever, and no matter what he’d done, it wouldn’t change who he was 
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to her. “Just... Tommy, please...” 

He didn’t lift his head as he said, “You think you know how I became The 
Savior of Earth.” 

It wasn’t a question but she answered anyway, “Yes. I do.” 

“Leinee... you don’t.” 

“I saw the same footage everyone did... I saw what you did,” she argued. 

“Just so you know, I’m shaking so terribly inside that I’m sorry if I don’t say 
this the way I want to, okay? I’m going to do my best, I promise.” 

“Okay... but just... just say it however you want, I won’t mind,” she assured 
him. 

Tommy took in a deep breath... then said, “What happened--that whole 
event--was all my fault.” 

“What do you mean?” 

A sad laugh escaped Tommy’s throat. “I’m so fuckin’ scared right now.” 
“Don’t be. It’s me. You can tell me anything. Or don’t. I don’t need to hear 
this. We can forget it and move on,” she said in a sputter of thoughts and feelings, 

sensing Tommy’s fear and wanting to make it go away, make it better. 

“I wish I could... but I can’t. People are going to find out, and I want you to 
know everything before that happens. So that... when the whole fucking solar 
system is against me, at least you will already know... and maybe still be on my 
side.” 

“Why wouldn’t I be on your side?” 

“PI get to that,” he promised. “Okay... I wanted to talk to you about our past 
the moment you got here but things just got in the way. What I had to say, still 
have to say, has only become more important since you gave me that device and 
the Militia showed up. On that front, I’m confident more trouble is coming for 
you... and me.” 

“What do you mean?” Aleina asked as anxiety crept in. 

“TIl get to it. What happened isn’t your fault, but knowing how the 
information-manipulation machine works, they will blame you because you’re an 
easy target. And when I publicly take your side, they’re going to come for me too, 
hard. Whatever is happening, whatever caused all this to you and your crew, it has 
to do with what Afi and I were doing before the whole Savior bullshit, but also 
what happened after. And for that, and really everything else, I’m sorry. I wasn’t 
smart enough to see it coming, or I’d have done everything differently.” 

“I don’t know what you mean, or why they are coming for me, or who they are 
exactly, or what you have to confess, but as for whether or not I’m on your side, 
of course I am.” 

“We’ll see,” he said, and followed up with a long sigh. “So... after we left for 
summer vacation,” he began, “I took that damn tug-ship job as part of my 
graduation requirement. It was easy... and you know how I was back then, I 
didn’t want to do shit. I just wanted to have fun.” She remembered; it was part of 
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his charm. “I convinced David--you remembered David, right?” 

“Of course I remember him.” David had been Tommy’s roommate, and was 
with him on that fateful day. 

“Good... so I convinced David to accompany me. It was a two-person job; 
we'd be together the whole time. We’d done all the simulation training and were 
top graded pilots, so it was going to be a breeze. David didn’t want to do it. He 
wanted to go home and spend the summer with his family and friends in Texas.” 

“In Killeen, right?” she said. It was all coming back to her, even though she 
hadn’t thought about it for a long time. 

“Yeah, Killeen... but I talked him out of doing his thing and into my thing. 
Because that’s what I did... I talked people into doing the things / wanted to do.” 

“People enjoyed being around you, Tommy. They didn’t need much 
convincing,” she reminded him. 

“Well, David needed convincing. He really didn’t want to do it. He didn’t like 
space. He hated micro-gravity; it made him sick... but I told him he needed to 
conquer it if he was going to be a Federation officer. I spent days beating him 
down with guilt and anything I could throw at him so that he would go with me 
because... because I didn’t feel like making a new friend. That’s the sad truth and 
it--strangely enough--makes me so relieved to get it out because it’s been eating 
me up. I was just too damn lazy to make a new friend... tired of people wanting to 
get to know me because of my grandfather, or mother, or brothers... and David 
liked me because he liked me. He didn’t give a shit who I was.” 

“He liked you because you made him laugh.” 

“And I liked him because he made me laugh.” 

Aleina smiled and said, “He was a funny kid,” remembering a time when 
David started a food fight in the commons area just to prove to Tommy that he 
could get out unstained--he could not. 

“So I pushed him until he gave in. And on that day we were being idiots, I the 
much bigger idiot, blasting music and--god I was so dumb--doing flips and shit as 
we were linking up with the convoy. David too, though I think he probably saw 
we were in trouble and tried to warn me but I was too distracted to notice. And 
when the warning signals went off and the computer tried to course-correct, I 
turned it off... because I was overconfident and didn’t want David to mock me 
later... whatever the reason, I took over and...” he paused for a long time. 

“The accident...” she said quietly. 

Tommy’s voice cracked as he said, “I killed David.” He took a moment to 
collect himself, then, using his hands to demonstrate two objects hitting each 
other, said, “I clipped the front of his ship with the side of mine and he was just 
gone. No final words, he was just... gone.” 

“I’m so sorry,” she said, though he did not seem to notice. 

“I was unconscious for several minutes after. I survived because the automatic 
system strapped me in before impact. The head restraint kept my brain from going 
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to mush and my neck from snapping. Unfortunately for David, he couldn’t get to 
the seat and his body hit the hull so hard it just fuckin’ destroyed him.” He 
squeezed his eyes shut, and with anger in his voice said, “Z did that. That’s my 
fault.” 

“God...Tommy, no...” 

He looked at her, nodding his head. “When I woke up, my ship controls were 
completely shot. There was no power. Most of my oxygen had depleted. And my 
vision was fucked; I couldn’t see right. At the time I thought of it like double- 
vision. Things were moving in a strange slow motion whenever I turned my head; 
I could see light beams and weird shapes around objects. I quickly noticed we 
were headed for Earth, and I couldn’t do anything about it. When I looked out the 
starboard side, I saw David’s ship still pulling, and knew it had power. I couldn’t 
get him on the radio--of course. I tried getting the convoy on the radio, but that 
didn’t work. So I depressurized the cabin and launched myself out toward David’s 
ship.” 

“And you got inside and prevented thousands of tons of the convoy from 
hitting Earth,” she said, having seen the footage along with billions of other 
people. 

“T--sure, yes. I stopped a bigger catastrophe... that 7 created.” 

Even if he caused the accident, he shouldnt blame himself for that, she 
thought. “That was pretty heroic, Tommy. What you did saved lives!” 

“I wasn’t trying to be a hero.” 

“And that’s why it’s heroic.” 

“Leinee... I killed David and dozens of people in the convoy. That’s not 
heroic.” 

“It was an accident, Tommy.” 

“An accident that was my fault, I lied about, then did a stupid publicity tour 
where I allowed people to praise me as a hero. Sure... I went along with it 
because I was afraid, and felt pressured into it, but I also enjoyed the attention. 
But the worst part... what I didn’t anticipate was David being blamed for the 
accident. When I realized it was happening, I should have stood up for him, 
declared the truth... but I didn’t. I was a coward. I just let my friend, who 7 killed, 
take the fall... while I reaped the benefits. It makes me want to vomit... every 
fuckin’ day.” 

Aleina thought about David’s family, about them living with the pain of his 
supposed failure, how the lie made Tommy famous, and she couldn’t deny it upset 
her. But there was no part of her that wanted to hate Tommy for it. “Why did you 
think you--what made you go along with it?” 

“I’ve thought a lot about this. I also haven’t told you everything that happened 
after the accident and before the world knew much about the incident. So... after I 
returned to Earth, some generals came and put me in a hospital room and told me 
to not say anything. I was in there for a few days... I later found out they told the 
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public I was badly injured. I was hurt but not badly. They were just waiting for 
Afi to get there so they could put their story into action. For a time I thought they 
were going to throw me in--” 

“Wait,” she interrupted, surprised, “your grandfather went to Earth?” The First 
Raven had publicly sworn to never set foot on the planet again after the First 
Miðgarður War. 

“Yep, snuck in wearing a Fed officer’s uniform. Anyway, he warned me how, 
if I told the truth, I’d create an interplanetary incident that could ruin the peace 
treaty, which would put pressure on him and the Viking Council. He also said the 
Federation would have to put me on trial which would cause a reaction from the 
Y dalics: small-scale riots, attacks, killings, and eventually war. It was a lot for me, 
at the time. I was just a kid, fifth in the bloodline, it never even entered my mind 
to focus on politics. I was intimated by what was happening, and what I’d done. I 
pleaded with him anyway... Pd killed my friend! I wanted to confess. But he told 
me this was bigger than my pain; our family, our planet, and the safety of our 
people was more important than my needs.” 

Aleina had known the First Raven as a man focused on solutions as he saw 
them and blind to how those decisions affected people on an emotional level--the 
type of thinking that led to his death, and the death of his daughter, along with 
their Huginn and Muninn loyalists. “I can see it, exactly. He wasn’t one to let 
something like feelings get in the way of an opportunity. But... why did the 
Federation go along with it? Wouldn’t it benefit them to ruin your family?” 

Tommy shrugged. “I don’t know... the previous conflict cost us in lives but 
the Feds suffered politically, financially, it was a public relations nightmare for 
them, and the Ydalics still had territorial advantage over Miðgarður. We’d just 
achieved peace, stability. I figure no one wanted another fight. But I’m sure there 
was more to it, and maybe I could have done something else, made better 
decisions, but I didn’t know how to stand up to Afi. I was weak.” 

“You were just a kid, Tommy,” she pleaded with him. Aleina hated he’d held 
this guilt in for so long when it was his grandfather, a man of immense power, 
who manipulated him. “A kid who made a mistake... and saved many lives in the 
process. You were heroic, despite what you think. I wish you could see that.” 

“I did what I was supposed to do in a situation I created. That’s not heroism, 
it’s what anyone should do. If not for me, there would have been no accident, and 
no one would have died.” 

“You were just a kid,” she said again, shaking her head. 

“That’s--that’s not--Leinee, I’m... I’m kind of disappointed you aren’t 
horrified,” he said incredulously. “I built up all this--these fears around your 
anger. I’ve--I have thought about every possible scenario and none--not a single 
one of them went like this.” 

She moved closer to him and took his hands into hers. “Someone you loved 
and respected told you to lie and made you feel like you had to... why would I 
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blame you for that? And what happened to David, to the convoy, was an accident. 
You didn’t mean to do it. I would never hate you for making a mistake.” 

“T--I... I’m feeling really stupid right now.” 

“Why?” 

“The whole--I didn’t--didn’t tell you--I left... because--god!” 

Aleina reached out with her hand, carefully touched the side of his face, and 
with a smile said, “Calm down and use your words like a big boy.” 

“Apart from David and Afi and the Savior crap,” he said, staring at her with 
his sad blue eyes, “I abandoned us... because I just couldn’t--I couldn’t--I was 
scared, ashamed, and in a constant state of regret about David and all the other 
people I killed, but the worst of it--and I know that sounds bad, that killing people 
wasn’t the worst of it--but the worst of it was... I wanted to see you, to be with 
you, but knew I couldn’t because I wouldn’t be able to lie to you; you’d either see 
right through me and ask, or I’d break down and tell you, or something else would 
go wrong... and I was mentally exhausted,” he said, his words thinning as he ran 
out of breath. 

Aleina wanted to tell him she would have understood, even if she knew 
something was wrong, or that if he lied she wouldn't have cared because that’s 
how deep her love was for him, that he should have come to her and told her 
then... but what good would come from it? Telling him would not make things 
better, likely worse, and Tommy felt enough guilt; instead, she said, “I’m sure it 
was painful. I don’t know what I would have done in your place.” 

“I did try--I kept trying to find the right time or right way to talk to you, but 
every time I wanted to I cowered out of it. And then the days between grew... my 
courage became smaller... your messages decreased... until eventually, they 
stopped... and I figured, hell, I blew it.” 

“You did kind of blow it,” Aleina said sweetly, almost troubled by how 
relieved his story made her. J wasn t easy to discard. All this time, these painful 
thoughts, and the anxiety about not being good enough, amplified by a young boy 
too ashamed and in love to face her. Of course, Tommy’s actions weren’t the only 
reason for her internal suffering--or even the primary--, she knew, but the damage 
done by life up-to-that-point was made even worse by them. Yet she felt no anger 
toward him. He had made mistakes others paid for, and he suffered a decade of 
guilt already. What reason would I have to make him pay more? So she gently 
stroked his cheek with her fingers and said, “Tommy, it’s over now. I’m here. And 
all is forgiven.” 

“I don’t think you should forgive me. I don’t forgive me. I wouldn’t forgive 
you!” 

“Too bad. I do. And I don’t believe you wouldn’t have forgiven me. I know 
you... and I was sure I always knew you, that’s why I was so confused. That’s 
why it bothered me for so long... it didn’t feel like something you’d do. And sure, 
I’m slightly pissed it took the collapse of all I cared about to bring us to this 
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moment... but we’re here. ” 

He looked into her eyes for a long time, searching for the right thing to say or 
do, she didn’t know. Eventually, he leaned his head forward as he had so many 
times when they were kids, and she reciprocated so that they could rest their 
foreheads together. They remained quiet for a while until Tommy finally said, 
“Leinee, I am going to stop doing this.” 

She whispered, “Which this? Our conversation this?” 

“No... goofy,” he said with a slight chuckle, “the Tommy Raven this. I’m tired 
of lying, having to pretend, being a fake. It’s time Tommy Raven goes away, 
disappears.” 

“Good news. He has disappeared,” she joked and let out a short laugh. 

He cringed and said, “Fine, permanently,” then leaned his head back to look at 
her. “Now for something more immediate and worrisome.” 

“Okay...” 

“We have to stick together, from now on, okay? The Militia wants that device 
and I think I know why. I’ve been running some tests and I suspect it has been--or 
was--sending a signal to them. I think I’ve blocked it from being able to transmit, 
but I’m not sure what else it can do. The fact they know, and the fact Tam knew, 
means it is my duty to report it to SYSPOL. When I do, it will expose not only 
the Militia but myself... and that will splash back on you. Which means anywhere 
the Ydalir Militia is won’t be safe. We need allies.” 

“Like?” 

“We can ask my dad for help...” 

“You just said we have to avoid Ydalir Militia.” 

“I know, but he’s family. He’s an ally. He would never betray me.” 

“T trust you, Tommy, but I don’t trust the General.” 

“There is no reason to believe he’ll do anything but offer to help.” 

“I think he’ll want to help you by arresting me on the spot,” Aleina countered. 
He seemed to think about that for a bit. “I’m pretty confident I can talk him 
into helping all of us. I’m his favorite, he always let me do whatever I wanted,” he 

said with a smile, “but just in case, we should probably take precautions.” 

“You have a plan?” 

“My brain is working on something right now, but first I need to tell Bear 
everything.” 

“And the rest of the crew?” she wondered. 

“TIl tell them what they need to know... and we’ll drop them off at Excelsior, 
along with the Ydalic prisoners, the family, and Reporter. If Dad won’t help, we’ll 
talk to Markus. If he can’t help, we’ll figure something else out. One way or 
another, we’re going to hand over Agent Lo’s evidence to SYSPOL. After that, 
we'll see. But for now, we go to The Excelsior.” 
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PART 5 


MADNESS 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


Sóley... a message 


They fell into old routines rather easily. In the morning Halldóra would wake 
Sóley up with sweet kisses. Once awake, the kissing would become more intense 
until they were fully engaged in each other’s needs. It was funny how, after all 
these years, they were not tired of each other... the lust as powerful now as it had 
been years earlier. 

After their morning love-making, Sóley would go back to sleep and Halldóra 
would leave to prepare the coffee, eggs, and smoked ham they ate every day for 
breakfast. Today was no different. 

As Sóley rested comfortably under the blankets, warm and safe, she smelled 
breakfast cooking, and her mouth watered. She was hungry. They’d been animals 
the evening before, plus this morning... and she was in a dire need of calories if 
there was to be anything more done today than lying in bed. A thought suddenly 
crossed her mind that maybe Halldóra was making something extra special... her 
favorite even. Oooooh, please, please, I need some vinarbraud! She could see the 
colorful flaky pastry in her mind as clear as anything she’d ever imagined. Long, 
rectangular, a thick layer of marzipan up and down, sprinkles of sugar and 
almonds, with chocolate icing... and whatever that pink stuff was... delicious! Oh 
yes, come on, Dora, please make it. Please. She squeezed her eyes shut and 
repeated the words inside her mind as if she could will it to happen. In the 
moment, she craved vinarbraud more than freedom. 

The thought occurred that she should be able to smell it baking... and dragged 
in a deep breath through her nose... but the scent of burning ham was too strong. 
Before her nose could investigate further, Sóley heard footsteps approaching and 
rolled onto her side, lifting the blanket to expose her naked body--she wasn’t 
worried about Dani walking in on her, he never came to their room. A second 
later, a fully dressed in coveralls Dora appeared in the doorway smiling. “Hello, 
beautiful love of mine.” 

“Hey, sexy,” Sóley replied with a wink, dragging her hand across the side of 
her body from breast to hip as if presenting a prize. “Breakfast ready?” 

Halldóra chuckled, looking down at herself before saying, “Yes, I’m so sexy, 
and yes breakfast is ready you,” she drew in a long breath, “amazing creature.” 
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Sóley giggled. “You butter me up nicely.” 

“Whenever I can.” 

“Then I hope you made today’s meal superb because I’m going to need more 
than the usual after what we did.” 

Halldóra smiled knowingly. “I got something special.” There was a gleam in 
her eyes that made Sóley excited. 

Did she do it? “Oh?” Did she make it? 

Dora nodded. “What’s your favorite thing in the whole world?” 

Sóley looked to the side as if thinking. “Hmmmm... let me see.” 

“This is so easy, you shouldn’t have to think about it.” 

“You know... I can’t think of anything off the top of my head,” Soley lied 
playfully. 

“Oh God, really? Fine, Ill give you a hint,” Halldóra said in frustration, not 
understanding. 

“No hints, I think I can figure this out,” Sóley said, wanting to play a game. 
“Let’s see, what do I know that you know about me? Hmmm, okay, so you know 
my favorite thing in the world is tapioca pudding--” 

“No, it’s not!” Halldóra shouted, shaking her head no. 

Sóley wanted to laugh but held it together. “No, it is, you should know that.” 

“Tt isn’t!” 

“I know you’re playing with me,” Sóley lied, “because someone who would 
make me feel as good everywhere as you did this morning would also know that 
tapioca pudd--” 

“No! It’s vinarbrau6!” Halldóra interrupted. 

“Oh! That’s my favorite!” Sóley shouted, then jumped out of bed, ran to Dora, 
and jumped, wrapping arms and legs around her torso. “You love me, you really 
love me!” she said, then kissed Dora. 

When she pulled away, Halldóra smirked and said, “Tapioca pudding...” 

Sóley laughed. “I haaaaaaate tapioca pudding!” 


At the kitchen table, Dora pushed a ready-made plate of proteins at her but 
Sóley ignored the gesture and grabbed for the freshly baked vinarbrau6 at the 
center of the table. “Mine!” 

“It’s too warm to eat just yet,” Halldóra warned her. 

“Don’t care.” Sóley grabbed the butter knife nearest to her and sliced a large 
rectangular piece off the colorful pastry, folded it, and shoved it into her mouth. 
The warm goo of the marzipan, sugars, chocolates, icing, and the pastry-butter 
oozed down her throat before she could even chew it. “Oh my God! It’s so good!” 

“Let me taste,” Dora said, reaching for the plate. 

“No!” Sóley said, pushing the plate to the corner of her side. “I’m eating all of 
it.” 

“I made it!” 
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“It’s too hot for you, you can’t handle this much heat,” Sóley said playfully. 

“That’s funny, give me.” 

“After it cools down,” Sdley promised sweetly. 

At that moment Dani stumbled through the archway looking haggard from the 
drinking he’d done the night before. “H-h-hi.” 

Dora turned around to look at him, cringed, then barked, “Sit down, shut up, 
and eat your breakfast.” 

Sóley reached out and touched Halld6ra’s arm, trying to calm her before she 
started another one-sided fight with Dani. It had been clear for a while that 
Halldóra hated the man who saved her life. Dóra claimed it was because his 
stuttering was grating, but Sdley thought it was something else. Maybe she 
blamed Dani for everything, or she hated Dani for saving Sdley’s life because, 
perhaps, she wanted to be the only one able to take care of her, Dora was and 
always had been the sort of possessive type... but they were just guesses since 
Halldóra was not someone who volunteered a lot of information, especially if it 
was related to her emotions. She was helping them but her rage at Dani was 
becoming impossible to take. “Good morning,” Sóley said sweetly in an effort to 
calm nerves. “We made vinarbraud!” she cheerfully told Dani, pointing at the far 
side of the table. 

“I made it!” Halldóra barked. “And you can’t have any,” she said in the 
meanest tone. 

“Yes, he can,” Sóley said evenly. 

Halldora banged her fist into the top of the table hard enough that forks and 
knives bounced, with some falling to the floor. “So he can have some but I can’t.” 

Sóley shook her head and, in a calming voice said, “I was only playing with 
you. Of course, you can have some.” She reached for the plate of vinarbraud, 
pulled it in front of her, then took the butter knife, cut a large piece, and put it on 
her empty plate. “See? A big piece,” she looked up into Dora’s eyes, “for my 
favorite person in the world,” and held the plate up. 

Halldóra didn’t move at first... but after a long pause, grabbed the plate, then 
put it down in front of Dani. “He can have it. I don’t want it.” 

“That’s very sweet of you,” Sóley said not believing it was a kind gesture at all 
but doing her best to defuse any potential explosion. 

“Th-th-th--” 

Halldóra threw her head back and barked, “Oh my God, shut up and just eat 
it!” Dani did as she demanded and shoved almost the entire large piece of 
vinarbraud into his mouth. 

As he chomped on the pastry, Sóley asked, “Is it good?” 

He nodded and smiled. “Mmhmm.” 

“That’s the best thing you’ve ever said,” Dora joked. 

Sóley decided to ignore that jab. “Halldóra is such a good baker, right?” 

Dani nodded again, then swallowed. He looked at Sóley, then Dora, as if 
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looking for some kind of sign, before delivering another, “Mmhmm.” 

“Keep it up and I’m going to like you more,” Halldóra joked again, winking at 
Sóley who pretended to smile. Anything to keep the peace, she thought. 

Dani suddenly stood up from his seat, burped, rubbed his stomach, and hurried 
out of the kitchen back toward the guest bedroom where he stayed. “You’re 
welcome,” Halldóra muttered when she heard the door close. 

“At least he was honoring your wishes to not speak,” Sóley said. 

“We need to get rid of him.” 

The words startled Sóley. “What do you mean by that?” she asked in a hushed 
voice. 

Halldora shrugged, stretched her arms back, then locked her fingers together 
behind her head. “I don’t know. We could take him for a drive, toss a stick out the 
window, hope he chases it, then drive away.” 

“He’s not a dog,” Sóley said in a way that conveyed she believed this was not 
something to be taken seriously. 

“He sleeps. He comes out to eat. He annoys me whenever he barks. He 
provides us with nothing. He’s our dog, Sól. Only difference is his drinking. At 
least I like him better when he drinks. He speaks less. Let’s just get rid of him, 
come on.” 

“You’re not serious.” 

“What makes you think I’m not serious?” 

“He’s a human being and he saved my life. You’re not serious.” 

Halldóra unlocked her fingers and brought her hands back down on the table, 
then said in a low voice, “What if I am serious?” Sóley felt herself getting mad 
and knew she had to control it. She closed her lips, bit down, and felt her face and 
cheeks twitch. She tried to smile to hide the appearance of anger... but it didn’t 
work. “Look at you,” Halldóra said with amusement in her voice, “you’re getting 
so mad at me.” 

“No, Pm not,” she lied... very badly. 

Halldóra slapped her hands on the table and stood up. “Don’t worry, I was just 
kidding.” 

“I know you were,” Sóley said, not believing it. 

Dora stood there looking at her for several seconds before saying, “I was 
kidding, okay? I wouldn’t do that to him. I wouldn’t do that to anyone.” 

Sóley forced herself to chuckle as a chime from the comms device on the wall 
near the kitchen window announced itself. “I know. We were just having some 
fun.” She needed to say it but wasn’t sure she believed it. Halldóra did not like 
Dani, and Sóley did not believe she would care if he disappeared. Maybe she 
wouldn’t do it herself but maybe... if she got the chance, she’d take it. 

“Go ahead,” Dora said with a nod of her head, moving toward the comms 
device, “finish that vinarbraud, I made it for you. And you won’t be able to 
function all day if you know any piece of it is left. So just swallow it whole.” 
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Sóley couldn’t help but smile. “You know me too well.” When it came to 
vinarbraud, she had no self-control. It wasn’t just her favorite treat, it was her 
favorite anything. Sóley blamed her grandmother for making it every time she 
stayed over when she was a kid. Amma’s house was always a vacation away from 
her parents which meant it was full of fun and joy. From as early as she could 
remember, she associated happiness with her grandparents and her uncle, their 
youngest son who lived with them. So, every time Sóley had vinarbraus, it 
brought up memories of her grandmother, her Bogga Amma, grandfather, her 
Magnus Afi, and uncle, her Skúli Frændi, all who died before she was ready... all 
who died before it was fair. But then life wasn’t fair. There were no payoffs to 
hard work. No happy endings. Life was a chore and you had some fun until one 
day someone murdered your boss in front of you and tried to kill you too, forcing 
you to run and hide out with an old ex who you maybe loved, definitely needed, 
who was maybe a good person, maybe a monster... probably both... and your 
only friend was a guy who had to save your life only because he endangered it in 
the first place. 

“What the fuck is this?” Halld6ra’s voice said loudly, jarring Sóley out of her 
darkness. 

Sóley spun her head nervously toward Halldóra. “What’s going on?” 

Halldóra looked up from the comms device with shocked eyes, her face 
grimacing in panic. “We’re so fucked. Get that stuttering idiot! I’m going to kill 
him!” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


Two-Scars... disembark 


When Two-Scars arrived on the bridge, she noticed the Colonel and Major 
were there with White Wolf. Though she thought their presence at a crew meeting 
was strange, especially the prisoner, she trusted the Lieutenant knew what he was 
doing. 

“Alright, gather around,” Bear announced once he noticed her. “Plant down in 
your stickies,” he told them, “Lieutenant has something to say.” 

The Independence crew stood behind Eylifur, with Doc Robin and Antonus 
off to his left, and Bear to his right; Two-Scars decided to take up a position in 
front. 

“Okay,” Eylifur said, “first, as you can all see, I’ve released Private Kata 
Runningwolf. I could tell you why but it’s one of those need-to-know things you 
don’t need to know. Now, what I’m going to say next will come as a bigger 
surprise, but it has to happen.” Two-Scars, feeling as if she’d missed an entire 
briefing, saw bewilderment on the faces of Antonus and Doc Robin and knew she 
was not alone. “I know the plan was to go to Miðgarður, but that has changed 
somewhat,” Eylifur continued. “We are headed to Excelsior. The Ydalics,” he 
said, gesturing toward the Independence crew, “will stay on The Night. The rest 
of you will disembark at the station.” 

“What does that mean?” Antonus said. 

Doc Robin looked puzzled. “Are we staying on Excelsior?” 

He nodded, “Yes, for a bit. The Sergeant and I will take the Militia light- 
cruiser and transfer the prisoners over to the station, along with the family and 
Reporter; we will then negotiate the terms of your stay with the General. Once 
everything is settled, we will return to The Night. At that point, you three will 
board the light-cruiser, take it back to Excelsior, and remain there... to watch over 
the prisoners.” 

To Two-Scars this sounded like an absurd plan. “Why are we watching over 
the prisoners? Excelsior’s security can handle that,” she countered. 

“Excelsior’s security is part of the Militia,” Eylifur told her. “The prisoners 
fall under our jurisdiction provided at least one of us is with them. If we leave, 
then there is nothing stopping the Militia from simply releasing them.” 
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Something still felt off to Two-Scars. “Pardon my ignorance but... General 
Alikaj is the commander at The Excelsior, why would he--your father--release 
prisoners you’ve claimed?” 

“Because he’s a limp-dick?” Bear growled. 

Eylifur smirked and shook his head, then said, “Because he can be overruled 
by higher-ranking Militia officers.” 

“So then why don’t we take them with us?” she countered. 

“Hell no! We don’t want to feed them forever,” Bear told her. 

“So then why don’t we just stay there until a transfer ship is nearby?” she 
suggested. 

“Did you get some kind of command promotion I don’t know about?” Bear 
huffed. 

“Yeah, like fuckin’ yesterday,” she reminded him. 

“Temporary!” he countered. “Anyway, the answer to all your questions 1s 
going to be the same: Because!” 

Eylifur shook his head again, “Come on Sergeant,” he said, then addressed 
her, “We have our reasons, Two-Scars, and it’s best you not know what they are.” 

“What does that mean?” Antonus asked. 

“See, Lieutenant,” Bear said, “our Danish friend is so confused. Tone, I 
promise to snuggle you before we leave.” 

“None of this makes sense,” Antonus said refusing to be deflected. 

“Who will be your medic if I leave?” Doc Robin asked, and Two-Scars 
thought it was a great question. 

“T told you they were not going to make this easy,” Bear said to Eylifur. 

“Yep. You all have every right to not like it and want answers, but I’m going 
to ask you all to go along with this, even if you hate it. We are doing this with 
everyone’s benefit in mind,” Eylifur told them. 

“PI do whatever you command,” Two-Scars said, “but it feels very sudden 
and unnecessary. I--truly I don’t want to leave The Night.” 

“Me too,” Antonus agreed. 

“Me three,” Doc Robin said. 

Bear walked over to Antonus and slapped him on the shoulder, “Brother, 
you’ve been a bad-ass at my side for a while. I hate to leave you anywhere, but 
Excelsior is the best place if we want to keep you safe.” He then looked at Doc 
Robin, “You too,” then offered a nod and what Two-Scars thought was a half- 
hearted “and you,” to her. 

“Even me,” she said sarcastically. 

“Especially you,” Eylifur answered. 

She hadn’t expected that answer, “Why especially me?” 

“You are a young non-Viking Dearther cop in Ydalic territory... at least at 
Excelsior my father will protect you until SYSPOL sends someone.” 

“Where are you going?” 
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“We’re going to take the Colonel and her people somewhere safe.” 

“Why?” Two-Scars demanded, aware that the tone in her voice was 
unbecoming of her rank but unable to control it as the panic of being left behind 
was setting in; she didn’t want to leave The Night, not now, not ever. 

Eylifur extended his arms out to Antonus and Doc and placed a free hand on 
their shoulder while holding a gaze toward her. “The Colonel is family to us and 
she’s in trouble. Bear and I aim to do whatever we can to help her and her crew.” 

“That’s going eleven-eighty-three,” Two-Scars reminded them--the SYSPOL 
code for an officer abandoning their post. 

“Two-Scars,” Bear smirked, “we’ve been eleven-fuckin’-eighty-three for 
weeks.” He let out a hearty laugh and shook his head as if even he couldn’t 
believe it. 

“Be that as it may, we’re family too, aren’t we? We should all stay together,” 
Doc Robin objected. 

Eylifur gripped her shoulder tighter, “You are all family,” then padded her 
back with the palm of his hand, “that’s why we’re doing this. We need to make 
sure both our families survive this.” 

“We can’t ask you to go down this path with us, Doc,” Bear added. 

“You keep saying this but what path?” Two-Scars demanded out of frustration. 
“I don’t get why this is suddenly happening. Why when--everything seemed fine 
and now--” she stopped herself from saying what she felt... before the Colonel 
messed things up. Eylifur would not like that, she knew. And she did not want to 
offend him. 

“I know, Two-Scars, you’re right to ask questions but, as unfair as it may be, 
I’m not going to offer you any answers. This is how it is going to be.” 

“I volunteer to stay,” Antonus declared. 

“Same!” Doc Robin agreed. 

“Hell, I demand to remain with The Night,” Two-Scars said forcefully, fearing 
the brothers were making a terrible mistake. J do not want to leave! 

“No, no,” Eylifur said while patting Antonus and Doc on their backs, “I can’t 
let that happen. Thank you, though, all of you. Like I said, this is the plan, and I 
don’t expect you three to like it, but it’s happening.” There was a long silence in 
the room as the information was processed. Eventually, Eylifur spoke again. 
“Now, when you get to Excelsior, Antonus, as the ranking police officer, will 
claim the light-cruiser under the power-to-seize law; you will then have it to use if 
you gotta leave for any reason. I highly doubt there will be any issue since we 
won’t leave you there unless the General guarantees your safety. I’m just being 
prudent, affording you options,” Eylifur said, finishing with a nod directed her 
way. “As such, you’re going to be armed and armored when you go in. Again, I 
doubt it’s necessary, but I want to make sure.” 

“Understood,” Antonus said. 

“Whatever,” Two-Scars growled, abandoning decorum, unhappy about the 
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whole thing. There was apparently nothing she could say or do to change their 
minds, but she was not going to act as if she was fine with it. 7 don t want to 
fuckin’ leave! 

“What about the patient?” Doc Robin asked. “She still needs care. Won’t you 
need me?” 

“She’s in stable condition, right?” Eylifur asked. 

“She should be fine. But things can always go wrong,” Doc suggested. 

“The Colonel has some medical training, so we should be okay on that front,” 
he replied. 

“If you say so,” Doc Robin said, seeming unconvinced but, much like Two- 
Scars, realizing there was no point in arguing. 

“Come on! No sad faces! We have a little time left together, let’s make it a 
joyous time, okay? We’ ll see each other again,” Eylifur said in a cheerful voice, 
but no one seemed in the mood for it. 

Two-Scars racked her brain; why leave two officers and a medic behind to 
take the Independence crew somewhere safe? What were they up to and what did 
it have to do with Eylifur and Bear? She was required to follow orders, but her 
anger searched for answers, for reason... and found nothing. 

“Alright!” Bear announced loudly, “So, let’s review! Lieutenant and I, with 
family and prisoners, take the cruiser. Negotiate with General Limp-Dick. Try not 
to kill anyone in the process...” 

“We’re not going to kill anyone, not try to not kill anyone,” Eylifur 
interrupted. 

“Correction, we’re not going to try to not kill anyone,” Bear incorrectly 
corrected. 

Eylifur groaned, “Alright, Sergeant, that’s--are you--so let’s just be clear, 
everyone, no one is going to kill anyone.” 

“Unless we have to,” Bear offered. 

“Why would we have to?” Eylifur asked with a hint of laughter. 

Bear shrugged, “I don’t know, what if General Limp-Dick says something I 
don’t like?” 

Eylifur rolled his eyes and sighed, “I can guarantee that our father will say 
only things you don’t like and you still won’t kill anyone over it, understood, 
Sergeant?” 

“PI do my best, Lieutenant,” Bear told him, cackling at the end. 

“Alright, an addendum to the plan,” Eylifur declared, “the Sergeant and I will 
be going to Excelsior unarmed!” 

“What?” Bear shouted in surprise. 

“I can play this game just as well as you, Sergeant,” Eylifur said with a wink. 

They were joking, and normally it would have amused Two-Scars, but now it 
only helped to make her angrier that she was being forced to leave the place she 
loved... her home. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY 
The Reporter... the story 


Bear opened the door to her quarters, barely peeking his head in, and spit out, 
“We’re dropping you off at Excelsior, but we need you to release your story so 
people stop looking for us got it okay bye,” in a single hurried run-on sentence. 
He then darted out, slamming the door shut. 

“Wait!” she yelled after him as the door shut behind him. Goddammit! She 
struggled to get her sticky-boots on in the micro-gravity, lost one of the boots, and 
accidentally kicked it. The boot hit the door and bounced back toward her. 
Izzabella flailed at it in a desperate attempt to catch it, but the damn thing twirled 
counterclockwise, slipped through her fingers, and struck her face. “Ow! Are you 
fucking kidding me?” She ran her tongue underneath the upper lip and through 
her mouth trying to taste blood, but there was none. Thank God for that. She 
retrieved the twirling sticky-boot and quickly guided her foot inside, then pulled 
the tightening straps, engaged the boots, yanked the door open, and ran after Bear. 
“Sergeant! Sergeant!” she yelled. Bear, already far down the main corridor, 
stopped but didn’t turn around, standing in place with his back turned to her as she 
approached. “Sergeant! Can I have a word?” 

“Can you?” he said with a mocking tone. 

“May I have a word,” she corrected, annoyed. 

He turned around and looked at her with contempt. “What?” 

“I was thinking Pd like to interview--“ 

“No! You’re not interviewing anyone. Ready your fuckin’ story. That’s it. Tell 
‘em we’re all alive and whatever other reporter bullshit you bullshit reporters do.” 

“But--“ 

“But what?” he interrupted. 

“I just thought--“ 

“Please stop. PI do all the thinking, deal?” 

“No deal.” 

“Too bad. That’s how it’s going to work.” 

“I don’t understand why you’re so hostile--“ 

“Is the song every woman I’ve ever met has sang to me.” 

“Has sung,” she corrected, wanting to needle him for the horse-shit hostility 
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and interruptions. 

“It’s definitely has sang and a fuck you very much, Reporter!” 

“Tzzabella...” 

“Who?” he asked as if he’d never heard the name before. 

“That’s my name...” 

“Your name is Itsy Bitsy... Bella?” 

“You know goddamn well what my name is!” she yelled, close to kicking him 
in his thin-skinned ball-sack. 

“No one cares,” he said, then turned around and began walking away. “Make 
sure your story is ready to go and leave me alone!” 

Izzabella returned to her quarters angered and annoyed by the exchange. Why 
is he so combative? She’d done nothing to him... and was only there to help. She 
hadn’t pushed them too much for interviews and cooperated when they’d 
segregated her from whatever was happening on the ship. She’d asked once or 
twice to be allowed to talk to the people they rescued but had been repeatedly 
denied that request, even though it would have made the story better; the brothers 
didn’t seem to care... and it made little sense to Izzabella. Why even file the story 
when it was just a basic rescue? Sure, it was beyond the secured zone... and the 
Ravens going out of their way to save children would play well, but she could 
have done so much with the story if they’d let her--even more with the Ydalic 
rescue. She was good at her job, but the Ravens seemed to have no intention of 
allowing her to demonstrate those talents, too preoccupied with something they 
kept hidden from her. 

If this was a normal reporting job, she’d dig. But as a PR stunt, it was little 
more than a vacation from reality; something she could use for a book in a few 
years, maybe sooner since interest would be high once the world found out 
Tommy was alive. 

Izzabella drowned out the noise of Bear’s annoyance by reviewing the footage 
and narration of the news piece she was putting together. She didn’t love it but, 
under the circumstance, the report was good enough. It detailed how they had 
gone out of their way to save this family, and she’d included tons of shots of the 
children hanging onto Tommy. At the end, she narrated a note that “As the solar 
system can plainly see, Tommy Raven is very much alive, and still saving the lives 
of people from Earth.” When she was satisfied, Izzabella activated the intercom 
and waited for a response. 

After waiting for several minutes, she heard Tommy’s voice, “How can I help 
you?” he asked. 

“Lieutenant, the report is ready for you.” 
“Got it. Il review it, then send it out. Thank you.” 


She waited by the news-feed terminal, having no idea whether the story was 
going out soon, or whether she would even experience the reaction once people 
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saw it. The Night had been in no-transmit mode for a long time, and no one told 
her when or if that would change. Suddenly her intercom came to life, “Story 
approved, sending,” Tommy informed her. 

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, happy but surprised it had happened so 
quickly. 

“I’ve enabled your ability to receive signals for a few hours, so you can see 
how people are reacting to your story. You can’t respond but you can read.” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant. I appreciate that very much.” It would take the signal 
some time to reach Earth, but those aboard nearby stations, or on Y dalir, would 
know sooner. She waited. 


The luxury station Excelsior picked up her story first. The reaction was 
explosive as the viewership count flooded the receiver. Izzabella noted seemingly 
all 500 souls on the station were watching. They in turn began sending signals to 
the Neutral Zone as it received the feed. There was another distribution of 
information from the Neutral Zone to Ydalir as the signal made its way toward 
Earth, then picked up by various ships and smaller stations along the way. Within 
hours the whole system knew. The headlines were plenty and dramatic: 

TOMMY RAVEN LIVES! 

TOMMY RAVEN FOUND! 

TOMMY RAVEN LIVES! SAVES FAMILY! 

SEE TOMMY RAVEN SAVE DESPERATE MOM AND KIDS FROM 
PIRATES! 

There were also less positive ones questioning why the Ravens hadn’t 
announced themselves sooner; conspiracy theories even. Those reports were 
quickly flooded with comments and more conspiracy theories. Izzabella basked in 
the attention, knowing her name was all over the story and that every news outlet 
in the system would be saying her name as the embedded journalist who broke the 
story of the century. 

A series of headlines flashed by quickly, but one caught her eye and she 
backtracked. 

WHOIS THE GIRL WITH TOMMY RAVEN? 

It didn t take them long, \zzabella thought. Once even a single person notices 
something, all it takes is a slight bit of interest in it for the masses to start asking 
questions. This was what she warned the Ravens about... people latch onto things 
you ‘d never expect. She wondered what would come next. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
Aleina... my friend 


Aleina watched Tommy silently spinning the device in his hand, lost in 
thought. She had waited long enough for him to tell her what he was thinking 
about, and asked, “Have something on your mind?” 

His eyes popped open as if waking from sleep, “Huh? Oh, yeah... was 
discussing it with Thorn and I have an idea... a contingency plan involving this,” 
he said, holding the device between his thumb and index finger. 

“The one you said was too dangerous to use,” she reminded him. 

“I mean, we are still under the impression it destroyed a whole ship, right?” 
Bear’s voice said from behind her. 

“That’s our current theory,” she agreed. “I’m not sure we should take any 
chances with it.” 

“How do we know the device isn’t broadcasting our location? If it did it once, 
with the Independence, why not again?” Bear asked. 

“T think it was, but I’ve been blocking all outbound comms,” Tommy told him. 

“You just sent the Reporter’s story, though,” Bear reminded. 

“Yeah, but it was limited to one system. But I can have Thorn check to be 
sure,” Tommy said. He spun around and flipped a blue and yellow switch on the 
console. “Hey, Porcupine Thorn,” he said, “are we broadcasting any signals? And 
I don’t just mean on purpose. Are you reading any data outbound from The 
Night?” 

“Yes, my friend,” Porcupine Thorn said--Aleina thought it interesting the 
AVRM referred to its commander as a friend. “There is a very short data burst 
every 27 seconds. The data size is very small and barely recognizable if not for 
the steady rate.” 

“And it’s not coming from us? We’re not broadcasting anything out? No one’s 
personal device is set to broadcast? Or could it be just data that leaves the ship 
due to receiving a signal? How about the Earther’s AVRM’s?” Tommy wondered, 
“Or maybe we left something on when we sent the Reporter’s story?” 

“Negative, my friend. All ship-based signals are disabled. Earther AVRM bio- 
devices and other signals are being suppressed by the ship’s hull-dampener.” 

“Can your censors detect the origin of the signal?” Bear asked. 
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“Yes, Sergeant. The signal is being transmitted--“ 

“Woah! Woah! Hold on!” Bear interrupted. “Why is he your friend and I’m 
not? What the fuck, Porky?” 

“The Lieutenant doesn’t belittle my identity the way you do. Friends don’t 
belittle friends, Sergeant,” Porcupine Thorn told him. 

“The fuck they don’t! I belittle him all the time and we’re brothers!” 

“Perhaps you should reconsider that relationship dynamic and your personality 
flaws that lead you to--“ 

“The fuck? You my psychiatrist, Porky?!” 

“My name is Porcupine Thorn and I--“ 

“I know your fuckin’ name! I don’t need a reminder, Porky Pine Throne.” 

“It is Porcupine Thorn, Sergeant,” the AVRM needlessly corrected again. 

“Are you two finished?” Aleina asked, already tired of their stupid argument. 

“You should have seen the fights they had in the past,” Tommy told her, 
shaking his head to suggest she shouldn’t ask. 

“Oh yeah?” 

“He once wanted us to call him Winston,” Bear groaned. 

“I’m not a ‘him,’ Sergeant. I am a--“ 

“Porcupine Thorn, I get it.” 

“And you didn’t like Winston?” Aleina asked Tommy. 

“I was fine with whatever,” Tommy said, “but apparently Bear hated it more 
than he’s ever hated anything. Because...” 

“Exactly! Because! Who the fuck needs a better explanation? I am very 
sensitive to names. Does that make me a bad person?” Bear dramatically shook 
his head no while staring at Aleina. She started to answer, to tell him that yes, it 
made him a bad person, but he put a finger up to silence her, anticipating the 
response, “No is the answer. No.” 

“In any event!” Tommy interrupted loudly. “There are more important things 
to discuss than your issues with Porcupine Thorn and his n--“ 

“His?” Bear interrupted, pointing at Tommy with a big smile on his face. 

“Fuck!” Tommy exclaimed, slapping his forehead with the palm of his hand. 
“I can’t believe I just did that. Sorry, Porcupine Thorn.” 

“I forgive you, my friend. Humans anthropomorphizing and assigning gender 
based on their preconceptions and bigotry is common. I am not offended.” 

“Except when I do it, right?” Bear said. 

“You do not offend me, Sergeant.” 

“You offend me, though,” Bear mumbled. 

“So about that important matter that could get us all killed,” Tommy said, 
trying again to direct the conversation away from their little squabble. 

“It’s a wonder anything gets done around here,” Aleina half-joked. 

“The signal is being transmitted by way of our tertiary communications band,” 
the AVRM said, continuing from the earlier interruption, “traveling across the 
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entirety of the ship’s data interface in an effort to hide itself as a normal function 
within the ship’s control scheme.” 

“And you’re just telling us this now?” Bear shouted. 

“You can’t stop the signal from leaving the ship the same way you’re stopping 
all other signals?” Tommy asked, ignoring his brother’s comment. 

“It is a sophisticated routine hiding itself in various systems as normal data. It 
would be beneficial if all transmitters were physically disconnected from their 
respective nodes. A human will have to do it. I do not have the permission nor the 
means,” Thorn reminded them. 

“Right. Hey, Bear,” Tommy said, “please go and flip the switches on the 
analog manual cut-offs.” 

“Got it,” Bear said, and hurried out of the room. A minute later, his voice 
blared over the intercom, “All done!” 

“Excellent,” Tommy answered. “Any signals escaping now, Thorn?” he asked 
the AVRM. 

Aleina’s ears caught a muffled but loud bang in the distance, followed by 
several more. She looked at Tommy. “What in the hell?” 

He leaned over a nearby console and pushed the intercom button, “Hey, Bear? 
You hear that? You know what that is?” 

After a long pause, Bear shouted over the intercom, “What the fuck is going 
on? What the fuck did you do?” 

“Report the problem,” Tommy demanded. 

“Fuckin’ robo-skel just crashed through the fuckin’ main corridor door and is 
headed your way! Wait one!’ Tommy looked at her, and there was fear in his eyes. 
Finally Bear spoke again. “Bro! Arm your fuckin’ self! The fucker just picked up a 
rifle and is coming for you! Barricade! Barr--“ 

They heard gunfire and banging sounds. Thump, thump, thump, thump! It was 
coming toward them quickly. “Tommy, I don’t have a gun!” Aleina yelled in a 
panic. Her heart-rate was rising so quickly, she felt the arteries in her neck pulsate 
and quiver. 

“Get behind me!” Tommy yelled as he motioned for her to move away from 
the bridge door. “Porcupine Thorn!” he yelled for the AVRM, “Lock the bridge 
door!” he commanded, but there was no answer. “Did you lock the bridge door, 
Thorn?” he shouted. 

Aleina looked around, her eyes darting to every object in the room. “Is there a 
weapon I can use in here?” She knew the stories of what happened decades earlier 
when the older robo-skels turned on their owners. These were far more dangerous 
than those, and one was coming for them armed with a rifle. 

“Sorry, Leinee, we got no other weapons up here.” Tommy hit the intercom 
button again and shouted, “Status! Status!” 

“10 meters out! We’re right behind!’ shouted Bear. Aleina could hear his 
muffled voice outside the bridge door as well. They were closer than 10 meters, 
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and the loud thud against the door confirmed it. 

Tommy shouted “You behind me?” He pointed his weapon at the door. 

“I’m behind you!” 

“Thorn!” Tommy cried out in panic. There was another loud thud at the door, 
then another, and another, then gunfire and the sound of projectiles impacting the 
outer door. 

“Bro! We're shooting the shit out of it,’ Bear yelled over the intercom. 

Half-second later the door swung open, and a black robo-skel burst into the 
room, rifle aimed at Aleina. Tommy fired his sidearm into the chest of the robo- 
skel then aimed higher at the head, but the unit barely flinched. It did not return 
fire but continued to aim the rifle in her direction. Before it could pull the trigger, 
Bear, Antonus, and Jackson burst inside the room. Bear attempted to tackle the 
robo-skel, but it twisted sideways, and he went flying into the inner hull of the 
bridge. 

“Stay behind me!” Tommy yelled at her. 

“I am behind you, goddammit!” 

“It’s... it’s not trying to shoot me,” he said surprised. 

“I can see that!” 

“Porcupine Thorn,” he yelled, “jump into that robo-skel and disable it!” 

“I am inside the unit, my friend,” Thorn’s voice came from the robo-skel. 

“Disarm and disable its mechanical functions!” 

“Unable, my friend.” 

“Goddammit, disarm and disable its mechanical functions!” Tommy repeated. 

“Its mechanical functions will cease after Colonel Iravani has been terminated, 
my friend.” 

“What? No! Stop it!” 

“Unable, my friend,” Thorn said 

“Why?” 

“A simulation routine has determined Colonel Iravani must be terminated 
before her influence results in the death of billions, my friend.” 

“What are you talking about?” Tommy shouted in confusion. 

“Please move, my friend,” Thorn pleaded. 

Aleina didn’t think Tommy was getting through to the robo-skel or AVRM 
and yelled, “Someone give me a fucking weapon, so I can defend myself!” 

Bear ran in his sticky-boots toward the robo-skel and attempted to swing the 
butt-stock of his rifle into its head but missed, causing his body to spin in circles 
in the micro-gravity. “Fuck me!” he screamed as his body crashed into the 
bulkhead door. “Someone do something!” 

“Throw me your fucking weapon!” Aleina yelled. 

Antonus attempted to wrap his huge arms around the robo-skel, but it twisted 
its body violently to and fro until Antonus lost his grip and was tossed into the 
inner hull. 


194 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


Jackson reacted by moving to the left with her rifle up, half-circling the robo- 
skel. “I have a shot. What should I do, Lieutenant?” she asked. 

“Hold that shot, Two-Scars! ” Tommy ordered. 

Bear turned his rifle around and aimed the butt-stock at Aleina, “Leinee!” he 
yelled, then pushed the rifle through the micro-gravity. She reached her hands out, 
waiting to receive it, but the robo-skel flicked its left arm sideways and deflected 
the weapon away. 

“Fine!” Tommy declared, as he holstered his sidearm and walked toward the 
robo-skel, arms stretched out to prevent a clear shot at Aleina. “If you want her, 
you’re going to have to kill me.” 

“Please move out of the way, my friend.” 

“Not happening,” Tommy said. 

“Please move out of the way, my friend,” Thorn repeated. “This unit must 
terminate Colonel Iravani. She is a danger to the core mission.” 

“The core mission?” Tommy said and stopped moving. “Shit! Uhhh--fuck me! 
I’m an idiot!” He bashed his fist into the side of his head as if restarting an old 
machine, then shouted, “Command--command override, Af Eldi! Terminate 
process! Put the weapon down!” The robo-skel suddenly lowered the weapon. 
“Porcupine Thorn, are you in control of the robo-skel?” 

“Yes, my friend, I am,” the AVRM said. 

“Disarm and disable all mechanical-functions,” Tommy barked and the robo- 
skel immediately let go of the weapon and stopped moving. “Overload the 
memory, Thorn. Tone, grab a Musk wrench from the tool cabinet behind you, use 
it to open the processor housing, then yank that fucker out, hurry!” 

Antonus moved quickly, retrieved the tool, then launched himself on top of the 
rigid robo-skel, and wrestled with the top of its head until he pulled something 
out. “Got it, Lieutenant!” he announced. 

Over the intercom came Thorn’s voice, “The system is disabled, my friend.” 

“Porcupine Thorn, command override Alpha Fox Six, lock yourself in the 
memory vault, immediately, and wait there for me, and only me,” Tommy said, 
nearly out of breath. 

“As you command, my friend,” the AVRM said innocently. 

There was a brief silence... finally broken by Bear, “Holy fuck!” 

“You can say that again,” Aleina said to anyone listening. 

“How... how could that happen?” asked a confused Jackson. 

“I have no idea,” Tommy answered, “but we need to make sure it can’t happen 
again.” 

The Major suddenly burst into the room in full armor, her sword at the 
ready... followed by White Wolf less than a second later. “What is going on?” the 
Major asked breathlessly scanning the room, sword pointing at each individual 
inside. 

“Stand down, Major,” Aleina ordered, “the situation seems to have calmed, but 
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you wouldn’t happen to have an extra weapon with you, or my guns?” 

“You can have my sword, Colonel,” the Major said. 

“Mine too,” added White Wolf. 

“Thanks, but I prefer guns.” 

“What the hell is going on?” Doc Robin asked squeezing in behind White 
Wolf. 

“That seems to be a question everyone is asking,” Tommy answered. “Only 
thing I know is we physically cut off communications in and out of the ship and 
suddenly that happened.” 

Bear flashed a frightful look, “You think the device did that?” 

“It would seem so.” 

“Then toss it out the fuckin’ airlock,” Bear shouted, “it could have killed all of 
1» 

“I would,” Tommy told his brother, “but I’m afraid of what it might do.” 

“Why did it only seem to be going after Leinee?” Bear wondered. 

“No idea but you bet I’ll be looking into it,” Tommy said, staring at the robo- 
skel. “Corporal. Sergeant. Take this thing to the cargo hold. Don’t put the 
processor back in. I don’t want to have to worry about it attacking us again.” 

“Copy that,” Bear said and snapped his fingers at Antonus to help him move 
the robo-skel. The two flipped the unit on its side and pushed it out the bridge 
door and into the main corridor where they disappeared from Aleina’s view. 

“Is anyone hurt?” Tommy asked the room. When no one replied, he said, 
“Good, everyone back to their respective duties.” He turned toward Aleina, “Your 
troopers,” paying her respect by not commanding the Independence crew. 

“Return to your quarters but keep your weapons at your side from now on, just 
in case,” Aleina told the Major and Private, “if that is alright with you, 
Lieutenant?” 

“That’s fine,” he nodded. 

“Excellent. Oh, Major?” 

“Yes, Colonel?” 

“Please go to my quarters and bring me my sidearms.” 

“Right away.” The Major turned around and directed White Wolf to lead them 
out. 

“Holy fuck,” Tommy said to her once they were alone. “I was scared...” 

“I may have shit myself,” she admitted, and he coughed out a nervous laugh. 
“You laugh! I need new trousers!” 

“Sorry, Leinee. I’m just--“ 

“Don’t be an idiot. I’m kidding.” 

“I know. I was just scared I was going to lose you.” 

“I was scared I was going to lose me too.” 

He floated to her, stopping himself with a hold-grip. “I was seriously scared I 
was going to lose you. I don’t think I could have handled that... not after all this 
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time...” he said, then embraced her. “Sorry, is this okay with you, Leinee?” She 
could feel Tommy’s heart racing against her body. 

“Of course it’s okay with me, dummy,” Aleina said, then rested her head on his 
chest so she could listen to his heart. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
The Reporter... pink ones 


She’d heard shooting from her quarters and felt embarrassed when she 
cowered underneath the bunk. Izzabella had no idea what transpired, but a half- 
hour after the commotion died down, the Sergeant came to her quarters and 
barked, “Grab your shit. You’re coming with me.” 

She felt a surge of worry wash over her. “Where? Where are we going?” 

“You’re going to be holed up with the civilians.” 

That was good news, Izzabella thought. She was tired of being segregated. 
Having the chance to be around other people was the first good thing she’d heard 
in a while. “Okay, let me just pack and I’ Il be ready 1n--“ 

“You have fifteen minutes,” he interrupted, “and you will not fuckin’ interview 
them, do you understand me?” 

“Yes, no problem. I won’t interview them. I’m off the clock, promise.” She 
didn’t want to anger Bear more, and she wouldn’t interview the civilians, but there 
was nothing to stop her from talking to them. “But may I ask you something?” she 
dared. 

“What?” he snarled. 

“I heard what sounded like gunfire...” 

“We were just practicing, running some drills, nothing to get concerned 
about,” he told her. 

It sounded like a lie but she knew better than to pry. “Of course, that makes 
sense.” 


Twenty minutes later Bear brought Izzabella to the quarters of the woman and 
her kids. Izzabella loved children and was more than happy to see them. Their 
mother seemed very happy to have another adult. 

“Hi, Zahi. And Kaafi. And Riyo,” she greeted the kids. 

“Hi!” the three sang in unison. 

“Hello, Reporter,” the mother said. “Glad to have you with us!” 

“Izzabella,” she told Diiran. 

The woman held her hands up to her mouth, “Oh, my... I am so sorry. That’s 
so embarrassing. They all just call you the Reporter. I won’t do it anymore. I 
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promise... Izzabella.” 

“Don’t worry about it, and thank you, Diiran. Anyway, how is everything 
going since the rescue? I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to talk...” 

“Oh, it’s been fine. The kids... you know how kids are, they bounce back so 
quickly.” She then whispered, “I think I’m still a mess, though. And the shooting 
earlier, what was that?” 

Izzabella nodded, “I understand. And I don’t know what the shooting was. I 
asked the Sergeant and he said it was training,” she said with a shrug, not wanting 
to add to the woman’s worries. She looked around and noticed an open locker, 
went over to it, placed her bag inside, then decided to make a gesture of good- 
will. She retrieved a pink rubber bracelet from the bag before shutting the locker 
door. Izzabella then walked over to Diiran and handed it to her. “This is for you.” 

The young mother took the bracelet and twirled it with her fingers before 
catching it with her palm. “Thank you. What is it?” 

“It’s something my father gave me before I left. It was passed down from my 
great grandmother to her daughter, my father’s mother... and now to me.” 

“Oh? It’s... beautiful,” Diiran lied. 

Izzabella laughed, “No, it’s not, but it does have significance.” 

“Oh? Please tell me!” 

“Over 120 years ago my great-grandmother was on a pleasure-cruiser that 
struck a cargo ship and sprung a leak--they were halfway between New York City 
and the port at Southampton.” 

Diiran’s jaw dropped. “It hit a cargo ship? How did that happen?” 

“I don’t remember the exact details of the collision,” Izzabella confessed, “but 
safe to say they were in a dire situation.” 

“Dire,” Diiran nodded in agreement as her eyes fixed on Izzabella’s. 

“There were five thousand passengers, and the impact injured over a hundred 
of them, some severely--” 

“Oh my...” 

“And my great-grandmother was one of those.” 

“She was badly hurt?” Diiran asked in a near whisper, placing a hand on 
Izzabella’s arm to comfort her. 

“Yes. So severely they didn’t think she would make it. And as the medics went 
through the ship--while they waited for rescue--they placed these bracelets around 
the wrists of the injured... to identify those worth trying to save and those so 
badly injured they weren’t worth putting in the effort to save.” 

Diiran’s hands went to her mouth again, “Oh, that’s horrible!” 

“I can only imagine. And so they put this bracelet on my great grandmother’s 
wrist...” 

“And that meant she would survive...” Diiran said with delight as if hearing 
the punchline to a happy story. 

“I can understand why you would think that, but no. They’d chosen black 
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bracelets for those who would survive; blue for the badly injured but worth 
saving; and pink for those expected to die.” 

Diiran placed a hand on Izzabella’s arm again and said, “And your 
grandmother...” 

“Great-grandmother. And despite everything, she survived. Thank God.” 

“Thank God,” Diiran agreed with a deep exhale. 

“My great-grandmother was a free spirit who’d sworn off marriage, being tied 
down, but when she returned home, during recuperation, she met my great- 
grandfather who was a physical therapist. Eventually, they had seven children-- 
obviously before the laws against it--and from them came the rest of my family.” 

Diiran lifted her shoulders and let out a drawn-out, “Awwww!” 

Izzabella smiled, “Yes, very awww. So she considered the bracelet a good luck 
charm... and it was eventually passed down to my grandmother when she lost her 
first son to a terrible mining accident.” 

“Oh no,” Diiran gasped as she tightened her grip on Izzabella’s arm. “That’s 
so horrible. Your poor family.” 

“Yes, it was very sad. I mean, obviously I wasn’t alive when that happened but 
I can see, to this day, how much the loss affects her. But after his death, she had 
my father and his sisters--and he and my mother had my sisters and me--so our 
family motto has been ‘from great tragedy comes greater appreciation for life. ” 

“Oh, that’s beautiful. Thank you, Izzabella. It is very kind of you to share.” 
Diiran leaned over and kissed Izzabella on her left cheek, then right. 

“You are welcome. And I want you to wear that bracelet until you feel safe... 
and then you can give it back to me.” 

Diiran’s hands went up to her mouth again. “Oh no! I can’t take your family 
treasure! Thank you so much for thinking to do that for me but I can’t. No!” 

“Yes you can,” Izzabella said, cupping Diiran’s hands in hers and slipping the 
bracelet over the mother’s left wrist, “and you will give it back to me when you 
feel safe.” Diiran started to shake her head no, but Izzabella held a finger up to 
stop her from protesting. “I am so confident it will return back to me that I am not 
even a little bit worried. I want you to have it for now.” 

Diiran pulled her arm up and twisted it left and right, looking at the pink 
plastic bracelet as it floated around her thin wrist. “You are so kind, Izzabella. So 
very kind. My heart...” she held her hands over her chest, “I am filled with 
feelings. I don’t know what to say!” 

“Say that you’ll take it. And then we’ll go play with your beautiful children 
and enjoy the life around us.” 

Diiran smiled, looked into Izzabella’s eyes, and said, “From great tragedies... 
a greater appreciations for life.” She then looked at her children and added, “And 
more life.” 

As if on cue the door opened, and the Lieutenant appeared. 

“Tommy Raven!” screamed Zahi, Kaafi, and Riyo all at once. 
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“Hi, kids,” he said with open arms. They pushed themselves off the hull in a 
race to float to Tommy as quickly as possible. 

“First!” Riyo declared to the room as he landed in Tommy’s arms. 

“First-first!”” Kaafi demanded as she latched herself onto Tommy’s leg. 

“Most important!” Zahi said as he caught her with his left arm and pulled her 
to his side before she could bounce off and into the hull. 

“Kids, kids, kids,” Tommy said joyfully, “why am I so lucky?” 

“Because you are awesome,” Zahi told him. 

“Yeah!” the younger kids agreed as one. 

“Aww, you say all the most wonderful things to me,” Tommy said, looking 
down at the kids latched to him, stroking little Riyo’s hair, blushing at the 
compliments. Izzabella doubted she could ever be objectively critical about the 
man, he was just too likable. 

“Riyo, Kaafi, and Zahi,” their mother called to them, “leave Tommy Raven 
alone.” 

“But Mom!” Riyo protested. 

Tommy gave a hearty laugh, “Oh, it’s fine, Mom. I promise. I love them!” 

“And we love you,” Zahi said as she smiled up at him. 

“Yesss” he said back sweetly, “I /ove love.” He then put up his right palm and 
offered it to Zahi who slapped his with hers. “Thank you. Now... kids, I have to 
talk to your mom and Izzabella for a little bit. Is that okay with you?” 

“Can we listen?” Kaafi asked. 

“Yeah! Can we listen?” Riyo wondered. 

“You can listen another time, but I need to have a bit of a serious,” he put on a 
dramatic and deep voice, shaking his shoulders back and forth as he said, “adult 
conversation.” The kids giggled. “But it will be quick, and then I'll take you to 
see something special if that’s okay with you?” 

“Something special!” Riyo said loudly, excited to hear it. 

“Okay with me,” Kaafi said with a nod. 

“Okay with me too. Now, kids,” Zahi said, letting go of Tommy and engaging 
her sticky-boots, “come with me, and we’ll let the big adults talk.” 

Tommy smiled at Zahi, “Thank you.” 

“Of course.” 

Zahi took the others to the far end of the room, and Tommy motioned for 
Duran and Izzabella to follow him to the farthest, opposite end, near the sleeping 
bunks. Izzabella wished her room had been this large; she’d been cooped up for 
months in what amounted to a closet with a bed. Had she known this larger 
sleeping quarter existed, she’d have asked for it. It was starting to dawn on her 
just how much the crew hadn’t enjoyed her company. 

“Diiran... we have decided to travel to Excelsior,” Tommy said once they 
were out of earshot of the children. “I imagine you want to keep your ship safe, 
but it is slow and we have to get to supplies quicker. So, we can set it to an 


201 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


intercept course with the Excelsior and allow its momentum to rendezvous with 
the station in about three months.” 

Duran let out a long exhale. “Oh, that’s so long. I’d rather operate the ship 
myself and finish the job.” 

“That is your prerogative, but if you decide to do that, then you won’t have our 
protection. I’d rather you come with us and rest up at Excelsior. When your ship 
arrives, I’Il be sure you are taken back to it with a full load of supplies, and I can 
probably guarantee you an armed escort. My father is the presiding commander at 
the Excelsior and--I’m not bragging--I happen to be his favorite.” He smiled a 
Tommy Raven smile that gave off no sense of ego. “So, I think he’ll be happy to 
do whatever I ask. Plus, I’ve grown very fond of you all.” He looked at the kids 
playing in the corner. “And Pd hate to find out, weeks down the road that 
something happened to you all because I let you go.” 

“I appreciate that, but I can take care of myself. I can take care of us,” Diiran 
told him. 

“I have no doubts you can. You proved that. But still... I'd feel a lot better 
knowing you were safe and completed your delivery in the safest manner.” 

“But we’re already months delayed. It would be three more months plus 
another four under power. We’d be nearly a year late. They’ll probably cancel the 
contract.” 

“They won’t cancel the contract. You have my word on that. All you have to 
do is message them about your predicament, tell them you’ve been ordered to 
Excelsior by SYSPOL for repairs, and that you will return with an escort. They 
have contingency plans in place for this kind of thing, and they will just be happy 
the material is coming. If they hired another crew, it would take even longer. So 
you can do this... stay safe with us; rest up and eat well for a few months, then 
board your ship when it arrives and take fresh supplies, weapons, and protection 
with you and finish the job.” 

Diiran thought about it for a bit before giving her answer. “Okay... only 
because it is you. I’ll do what you ask, and we’ll go with you to Excelsior.” 

He smiled, “Thank you. I’m so happy to hear it. I would have been beyond 
worried otherwise... and I have enough to worry about as it is.” He looked over at 
the kids playing. “They have become very precious to me.” 

Duran blushed. “Oh, Tommy Raven, that’s so... wonderful! I’m so happy to 
hear you say that about my children. How kind and amazing you are!” 

“I am only as amazing as my company, Diiran,” he said with a genuine smile. 

Duran blushed again and pressed her hands together in prayer, then looked at 
Izzabella, “Isn’t he wonderful?” 

“Indeed, and I’m glad that’s settled,” Izzabella said, “but why did you want me 
here?” 

Tommy stared intently into her eyes and allowed a gentle cringe to appear 
around his mouth and eyes. “I want to apologize to you, first of all.” 
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“For what?” 

“We haven’t treated you well. And that’s my fault. I have been a terrible host, 
and you were only doing your job.” The tone was genuine, his eyes honest, but 
Izzabella wondered if he was only saying what he felt needed to be said. “I’m not 
excusing anything, but I hope you understand that we experienced more trying 
times than usual when you arrived, and the crew wasn’t used to having someone 
like you on board. But I should have made more of an effort, and for that you 
have my deepest apology and regret.” 

“I appreciate the words. I wasn’t always happy but... well, it was definitely an 
experience Ill never forget, and you weren’t my problem, Tommy, I assure you of 
that. You were always very nice to me. Your brother, on the other hand...” 

“Yes, I know. My brother, he... you have to understand him to appreciate him. 
He’s a perpetual--” 

“Child,” she finished for him. 

He laughed and Izzabella noticed Diiran squinting her eyes suspiciously. 
Izzabella imagined Bear had never been anything but on his best behavior around 
the civilians. “I wouldn’t go that far but he has a very unique personality. Once 
you get used to him, or once he gets used to you, things become very different.” 

“Td like to believe that, but I’ve never seen that side. He mostly just yells and 
curses and threatens.” 

“He does that. I can’t deny it, but there is a lot more to Bear than meets the 
eye... or ear. He’s extremely loyal and--never tell him I told you this--I think he’s 
an extremely sensitive guy.” He looked behind him to see if anyone was there, 
then put an index finger to his lips and made a slight shushing sound. Diiran and 
Izzabella both chuckled. 

“I will keep your secret, but I'll probably remain suspicious of the man. He’s 
just so aggressive... if only you could talk to him about it.” 

“If only I could,” Tommy admitted. “But in any event, we’re all going to 
Excelsior. I am also going to let the Ydalics we rescued move into a light-cruiser 
we just commandeered, so if you want to take one of their rooms, they’re small 
but bigger than where you’ve been, it’s up to you.” 

“You know what? I think I’d like to remain here if that’s possible. Is that okay 
with you, Diiran? I feel like I’ve found a friend in you.” 

“Of course,” Diiran said excitedly. “I could use the help anyway.” She nodded 
at the children who were yelling about something. 

“More than happy to do it,” Izzabella said glad to finally be around nice 
people. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


Aleina...wrong one 


Tommy floated through the airlock and entered the docked Y dalic light-cruiser 
with Aleina right behind him. “Let’s take a tour of the bridge,” he said as they 
entered the tight-fit of the small room. 

“It looks spectacular,” she said sarcastically, looking back and forth across the 
basic flight interface panels, having no interest in this part of the ship. 

“Yeah, right,” he said with a chuckle. “Fine, since I can’t impress you, let’s 
just strap in and start the engines.” He moved to the pilot’s seat and latched 
himself in. 

“I’m sure you can find a way to impress me,” she said while taking the co-pilot 
seat next to him. 

“What?” Tommy asked while flipping some switches. 

Is he really this clueless? she wondered. “T’1l let you figure it out, dummy.” 

He turned his head and looked at her with a blank expression. “What is going 
on?” 

Wow. “Clearly nothing,” she replied with a deep sigh. 

“I am so confused right now,” he admitted. 

“That’s obvious.” 

“What?” he said louder, his face now a confused grimace. 

“I’m really going to have to do everything,” she said. 

Tommy threw his hands up and looked around in confusion. “What does that 
mean? I’m in the pilot seat. I’m flipping switches. See?” He flipped a few more. 
“Switches... flipped. I’m literally doing everything.” 

Aleina couldn’t help but let out a giggle. “I swear, Tommy, I’m going to hurt 
you,” she promised. 

“ I am so confused right now!” he shouted at the ceiling. 

“Just do your pilot crap so I can do what I gotta do, okay?” 

Tommy’s eyes grew huge as the confusion on his face became even more 
pronounced, then opened his mouth as if to scream... but made no sound. He then 
slapped the side of his head, huffed, flipped the switch for the intercom between 
the two crafts, and said, “Attention, all crew members, guests, and special guests, 
secure your gravity straps. We are about to engage engines. Hold for ETA just as 
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soon as the computer crunches those numbers.” He pressed a few more buttons, 
and the display in front of them lit up with information. “Please don’t say any 
more crazy stuff, I have to concentrate,” he told her. 

“For now,” she promised with a chuckle. Aleina could see the trip-planner 
recognizing two different sets of engines and computing their efficiency with 
respect to mass, calculating optimal burn and recharge times of the engines, and 
finally spitting out the estimated time of arrival at Excelsior. 

“Five minutes,” Tommy said, reading the display. “Five minutes, he 
announced to everyone on The Night.” He looked at her and said, “Ready?” 

She felt her hands shaking with anticipation. Here they’d finally have privacy. 
“Fuck yeah,” she answered with a deep exhale. 

Tommy looked at her strangely, then giggled to himself and went back to 
checking the display. “You are extra weird today.” He flipped a few switches and 
waited. After a minute, Tommy announced over the intercom, “Attention! 
Engaging engines in 30 seconds.” He received verbal confirmations of ready from 
the crew. When it got to 10 seconds, Tommy counted it down and the autopilot 
gradually engaged the engines on the Ydalic cruiser. As the ship accelerated, the 
force of gravity increased and she could feel blood pumping around her 
extremities. Tommy looked at her and smiled, “Alright! And we’re on our way. 
Want to choose your new quarters?” 

Aleina’s thoughts battled for control. “Oh yeah,” she said, wanting to hurry 
before whatever courage she had had a chance to run dry. 

“No problem. This way,” he said. 

They moved carefully toward the back--the gravity generated by the engines 
made it feel like they could fall to the other end. The main corridor was only 10 
meters long and had four crew quarters situated two abreast and five meters apart. 
They were much smaller than the ones on the Independence and probably the 
same size as some of the guest quarters on The Night. She wondered how much 
space they would have. 

“Which one you want?” he asked. 

“Open one,” she commanded, her heart pounding so hard Aleina thought 
Tommy would hear it. 

“Okay, how about... this one?” he said as he twisted the latch, opening the 
door and moving inside. 

Aleina steadied herself with both hands on the top of the doorway arch and felt 
them trembling. She looked inside the brightly lit room and could see the personal 
belongings of one of the troopers, including some kind of scented shrine near the 
stand-up bunk. The room was fairly large but it smelled terrible. “Oh no, not this 
one. This is the wrong one.” 

Tommy gave her a peculiar look, “Wrong one? Really? Seems nice.” 

“Just no. Next. Next one. Now.” She wanted to get out of there as quickly as 
possible. 
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“Okay... sure.” He had no idea what was coming, but was obedient and left 
the room, opening the door across from it. 

The second room was smaller, had less light, but no foul smell. “Perfect,” she 
told him. 

Tommy had his back turned to her as he surveyed the tight quarters, “Perfect? 
Really? I think the other quarters looked better. More room.” 

Here we go! Aleina grabbed Tommy by the left shoulder and turned his body 
to face her; she then placed both hands on each side of his face and pulled him 
closer, wrapping her legs around his waist, drawing his whole body in to hers. 
Before he even realized what was happening, she pressed her lips to his and 
kissed him hard. He whimpered in shock but didn’t resist and immediately kissed 
her back. Having his lips on hers electrified Aleina, and she pressed against 
Tommy harder as their kissing became more passionate. She tried to pull 
Tommy’s coveralls open, but the damn mechanism holding the opening together 
wouldn’t budge. “Fuck,” she cried out between kisses, then commanded, “Get it 
off!” 

“Sorry. Sorry,” he said, placing both hands on either side of the top and pulling 
it apart to reveal a torso covered by an undershirt. 

“Oh, come on!” she said in exasperation. “Remove that!” 

“Yep!” he said, pulling the undershirt from bottom to top and throwing it off. 

She leaned back trying to get a better look at him in the low light; even in 
shadows his body was unmistakably bigger, stronger... not like at the meadow 
when he had been a skinny boy. She let her fingers explore the muscular 
anatomy... and felt strange bumps. “What is this?” she asked, concerned, as her 
fingers danced over a mound of distressed flesh. 

“Don’t worry about it,” he said breathlessly, as his mouth pressed hard against 
hers. 

The heat of him was too inviting... and, for the moment, desire pushed all 
worries away. 


When Aleina woke up, Tommy was turned away and slightly apart from her, 
snoring on his side, naked in the dark. She pulled him closer and their bodies 
entangled nicely, arms, hands, and legs; their collective warmth brilliant as the 
sun-rays on the meadow. There was a sense of calm and happiness within her... so 
long had it been since she felt true joy that it was almost unrecognizable, 
dreamlike. But this was real; her plan had worked; they were as one again--a 
decade late, with mountains of pain in-between... but now mattered most. She had 
craved him longer than she would have admitted to anyone, even herself. But the 
moment she knew they’d have privacy Aleina decided... she wanted to be with 
him again, and so it was. 

She lightly touched the middle of his back, not wanting to wake him, and felt 
the distressed skin against her fingers again... and this time her concerns would 
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not be put aside; what was wrong with him? She could see the outlines of 
something all over his back and feared the worst. 

“What are you doing?” Tommy’s voice asked. 

“Sorry, did I wake you?” she said sweetly, betraying none of the worry. 

“Not sure... were you tickling me or was that a dream?” 

“I was just touching your sexy body,” she half-lied, “it’s a big turn-on to do it 
while you sleep.” 

“You are so funny,” he said as he turned to face her. “What were you doing 
back there?” 

“Fine, I was trying to figure out what is going on with all those scars,” she 
admitted. 

“Branding is what we call it,” he corrected her. 

“You branded yourself? Why?” 

“As a reminder,” he told her. 

“Of what?” 

He sighed and said, “The people who died because of me.” 

“You branded people’s names on your body? Are you insane? Where’s the 
light, I want to see this?” She looked but couldn’t find a switch so she said, 
“Ljós!” and the room lit up brighter than she’d anticipated. “Ow!” she cried out as 
her eyes adjusted. 

“Dammit! I’m blind, you crazy nutter!” Tommy squealed with a chuckle. 

“Sorry, okay, okay...” she said, finally able to see. “Present your body to me!” 
she commanded. “Now, Lieutenant!” 

“Wow, so demanding,” he said, pretending to be offended. 

“I outrank you, so it’s okay.” 

“You don’t outrank me, you dope. We’re in completely different fields. Also, 
technically, let me see,” he appeared to be counting on his fingers, “colonel is... 
sixth officer rank in the Militia... and lieutenant is... fuck... you do outrank me.” 

“Like I said, now shut up while I study your body.” She peered intently at his 
scars. They looked seared and plump, painful. Some names were clear on his 
chest, others went around the side and out of view. “How the shit did you brand 
yourself around the back? That looks... impossible.” 

“Porcupine Thorn helped me.” 

The answer surprised her. That should not be possible. “No way.” 

“Incorrect, there’s a way,” he countered. 

“How--how could he do that?” 

“Simple. By guiding the torch and the coolant.” 

Aleina rolled her eyes. “Oh is that how it works? Thanks, shit-head,” she said, 
slapping his shoulder, “I mean how could Thorn do it with the no-harm routine 
enabled?” 

“Easy... I disabled it.” 

She shot up in shock. “Are you insane? You disabled it?” 
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Tommy raised himself and kissed her on the lips before answering, “I did.” 

“But how? The routine is hard-coded. No one should be able to disable it. If 
there is a way, that’s scary shit and people should know--* 

“No, no, my sweet, sweet lover,” he waved his hand as if to dissuade her 
worry, “I built my own AVRM. Porcupine Thorn is not a standard unit.” 

“Built... your own. How did you get away with that?” There were dozens of 
laws and safety protocols to prevent the existence of AI with harm-capability. 

“Hey...” he said with a wink and a smile, “I’m Tommy Raven! Wild baby, 
wild!” 

“Stop catch-phrasing me or I’ll throw up,” she said then punched him in the 
chest. 

“Ouch, you beast!” 

“Oh, I’m a beast? That’s not what you were saying when I was all over you. If 
you’re going to insult me, then maybe Pll just take my body elsewhere,” she told 
him sticking her chin up and turning her head in mock outrage. 

He laughed then pulled her face toward his and kissed her. “You’re so 
ridiculously beautiful it drives me crazy,” he sighed. 

“Fuck you! You said I’m a beast. Stop lying. I’m already sexing you. You 
don’t need to lie to get me into bed.” 

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and I’m beholding all of you,” he said as 
he looked her up and down. “Pú ert svo falleg.” 

“Oh, you speak such fancy things, lover,” she said playfully, giving him a deep 
kiss for the compliment. “I’d tell you how beautiful you are but... well, you 
know,” she winked. 

“You don’t like to tell lies,” he finished. 

“I don’t like to tell lies,” she lied. They giggled together before falling into 
another kiss. 

“Alright,” he said after they stopped, “let’s get dressed and go out there and 
pretend like we’re not in love.” 

“In Jove?” She meant for it to sound playful, but it didn’t. 

“Oh, sorry... I just--“ 

“I’m kidding, you idiot!” She punched him in the chest again. “Don’t be so 
sensitive.” 

“How can I not be sensitive when you punch me that hard?” 

“My oh my, you frail thing,” Aleina said, rolling her eyes, then smiling and 
kissing the air toward him; he caught the imaginary kiss and placed it against his 
lips. “Oh, so now you’re just stealing kisses.” 

“I get them wherever I can,” he said with a proud smile. 

“You’re the stupidest shit ever, you know that, right?” Aleina rolled out of bed, 
grabbing her clothes, “You’re lucky I dig that about you.” 

“Someone for everyone,” he said, “that’s what my mamma told me. Someone 
for everyone, even--“ 
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She spun around and pointed at him, “Even you!” 

“Hey! That’s my line!” 

“Too fucking bad, kid,” she smirked. 

“Kid? You’re like a month older than me!” 

“What the fuck did you just say, little boy? I’m almost 6 months older. And 
look how much more mature I am than you.” She kissed her hand and blew a kiss 
toward him. He caught it. “Don’t you fucking dare, Tommy,” she said, putting on 
a serious face. 

“I won’t,” he promised, then cupped the imaginary kiss, twisted his body away 
from her, and lifted the hand to his mouth. 

“Tommy! No! No, you will not!” She could hear him giggling and it was 
adorable, yet deep underneath the layers of playfulness and joy... Aleina could 
feel old fears were slowly creeping in. 

“Please? I need it,” he said, back turned to her, hands slowly inching toward 
his lips where he meant to plant the imaginary kiss. 

“Only if you ask nicely.” J am not allowed to be this happy. 

“I said please,” he whispered, “how much nicer...” 

“What’s that?” she asked loudly, pretending not to have heard him. Theres no 
bliss for me. 

“I said you are wonderful,” he lied. 

“I know I’m wonderful... obviously. But what was that you said? It didn’t 
sound like...” There is only doom. 

“I just want the kiss, please. Pretty please. Pretty like Leinee please!” 

“No,” she said defiantly. “Absolutely not.” J am damned. 

“But why?” he asked innocently. 

“Because,” she said, then jumped into bed and tackled him. They rolled 
sideways into the hull against the bunk, and she ended up on top of him. “I’d 
rather give you a real one.” So the dark thoughts go away for a little bit. They 
kissed with barely a breath for several minutes, and she enjoyed every bit of it, 
always had, always would. She pulled away to look at him. He is beautiful. “I 
don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at that face,” she confessed. 7 should push 
him away, save him from my curse, but I cant. 

“Thank you, kind and gentle o/d woman,” he said, laughing. 

“Oh, you--wait! You’ve distracted me with your sexiness. We were talking 
about your dangerous Thorn, Tommy!” 

“Oh yeah... don’t worry about it, it’s fine, I got 1t under control,” he promised. 

“You say that after it just tried to kill me,” she reminded him. 

“I don’t think it’s that simple. Anyway, Thorn is locked up and will not be 
released without my command. You have my word,” Tommy told her. 

“T still don’t like it... you should enable its no-harm routine.” 

He shrugged, “I would but Thorn doesn’t even have one to enable.” 

Aleina’s mouth dropped open. “This gets worse every time you speak!” 
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“No, no, Thorn has free will, really likes me, doesn’t want to upset me, and 
knows hurting humans would displease me.” 

“Great, so as long as you are alive the fucker won’t go on a killing spree?” she 
hissed. 

He appeared to think about that for a bit, then said, “Yeah, that about sums it 
up,” and laughed. 

“Oh my... you’re insane!” 

“I don’t disagree. Did you notice I tattooed your initials on my body too?” he 
asked with a grin. 

Aleina looked at him with suspicion, wondering if he was joking, and said, 
“You liar!” 

“Nope,” he replied, then pointed to the left side of his neck where she could 
just barely see the letters L7. 

“I should be flattered,” she admitted, “but it’s so tiny! Is that how little I matter 
to you? Also, how do I even know that’s for me?” she said with a smirk. “For all I 
know it’s for someone else... like Lau... Leen...” she tried to remember a name 
starting with the letter, then settled on, “Lana! Lana Iceland... something!” 

Tommy chuckled while shaking his head. “You... you really nailed it. You got 
me. I did it for Lana Iceland-something, my one and only true love for whom I’ve 
burned all the torches in the entire solar system for the past decade.” 

Aleina pointed an accusatory finger at him and said, “I fuckin’ knew it!” 


A half-hour later Aletna emerged from the cruiser and walked into the main 
corridor of The Night. There Jackson greeted her before continuing toward the 
prison cell area. She watched until the officer was out of sight before continuing 
to The Night’s bridge. She could hear music coming from behind the half-open 
bulkhead door and Aleina could make out Bear’s voice singing something about 
needing to be alone. When she got to the door, she pushed it open and yelled, 
“Hello, monster.” 

In the low-gravity, the door swung open and impacted the side hull with more 
force than she’d intended. It caused quite a loud bang and startled Bear who 
sprang from the command chair where he’d been sitting. “Holy fuck, Leinee! 
Manners?” 

“No, thank you. I’ve dispensed with manners.” 

“No shit, you psycho.” Bear was holding a small guitar and he placed it on the 
side of the command panel where it slowly slipped downward. He picked it up 
again and tried resting it against the panel, but it slipped down again. “Fucker,” he 
cursed at the guitar. 

She laughed, “Do you not know how gravity works?” 

“Fuck you. Where’s my brother?” 

“How should I know?” she lied. 

“How should you know?” He shook his head. “I don’t know... how should 
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you know?” 

“He’s your brother, old man. I’m sorry if his leash is broken. Maybe you could 
pop one of those beacons on him so you don’t get too emotionally unstable about 
his disappearances.” 

“Hah! Hah, hah, hah,” he fake-laughed. “You’re a limp-dick!” 

“Heard mine is bigger than yours,” she snapped playfully. 

“Dammit,” he said dramatically. “I got nothing...” He then gave a deep sigh 
and adopted a dramatic frown. 

Aleina laughed, “There, there... I’m sure it’s big enough for what little use 
you get out of it.” 

“A gh!” He grabbed his head as if he’d been shot, then pantomimed blood 
gushing from it. 

“You're a silly old man,” Aleina said, amused. 

“Never let them know it,” he whispered. 

“Hey-oh,” Tommy said from behind them as he entered the bridge and closed 
the door. “What’s going on?” 

Bear shouted, “Brother!” holding his arms out at his side as if waiting for a 
hug. 

“Sorry, no hugs today, big brother,” Tommy said declining the offer. 

“Brother!” Bear shouted again, arms still out. 

Tommy looked down at the floor shaking his head, “Nope.” 

“Brother?” Bear’s arms widened even more, but now he adopted the same 
frown he’d given Aleina seconds earlier. 

“No!” Tommy said, dramatically swatting the air to underline the rejection. 

“But brother...” 

Aleina groaned, “Goddammit, just hug the old fuck!” 

“Sorry,” Tommy declined, “there is no hugging on duty. It’s in the regulations, 
section something-something, subsection this-and-that, paragraph... six.” 

“I don’t remember that regulation,” Bear said sounding hurt. “You make it 
up?” he asked suspiciously. 

“I would never make something like that up,” Tommy said forcefully. “What 
kind of commander do you take me for?” 

Bear cocked his head sideways and, in a high-pitch voice, said, “A... Lying 
one?” 

Tommy looked at Aleina, “You believe this guy? The insubordination!” 

She smiled, mostly because of the love she felt for him. “Unbelievable 
insubordination,” she agreed. 

“Unbelievable,” he said and winked. She did a quick check to see where Bear 
was looking and saw his head was down, still pretending to be upset, so she 
winked back at Tommy and pursed her lips into a kiss. He shot back with wide 
eyes and a quick shake of the head to say no. He didn’t want them to get caught. It 
was too much fun to have a secret. 
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“But anyway,” Bear said changing his tone then slowly looking up, as if he 
knew he was interrupting them, “we need to prepare for Excelsior. Lots of moving 
parts to coordinate... and possible terrible scenarios to imagine in case our stupid 
plan falls apart.” 

Tommy cocked his head sideways and said, “Our absolutely brilliant and 
thoughtful plan, you mean?” 

“T think this is a terrible plan, as you know, but whatever. This is what happens 
when they put a young nitwit like you in charge.” 

“You can always wrestle me for command,” Tommy teased. 

“I’m bigger than you by 20 kilos! I'd destroy you! Let’s do it.” 

“I am stronger, younger, quicker...” Tommy said, counting the attributes on 
his fingertips. Aleina wanted to add sexier, more handsome, and undoubtedly a 
better lover. 

“Stronger? That’s laughable. How do you figure?” Bear grunted. 

“Mentally. Emotionally. Lovingly... stronger,” Tommy corrected. 

“Oh. Okay. Fine. You get those. Not sure how they’d help you in a wrestling 
match, though,” Bear wondered. 

“Td just tell you how much I love you and hug you and you’d become mush 
in my arms and then I’d pin you!” Tommy said, laughing. 

Bear didn’t laugh but looked at Aleina and said, “The kid knows me too well.” 
He then looked back at Tommy, “Fine. You win. Let’s go through your brilliant 
plan... that’s going to get us all killed.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


Tommy... madness 


As The Night approached Excelsior, the spinning station’s legion of colored 
lights illuminated the surrounding area--from nearby substations to ships coming 
and going--creating vibrant shimmers in the darkness. Normally Tommy would 
have relished the spectacle, but the anticipation of what was to come 
overshadowed the dazzling imagery. There was work to do. 

He set the autopilot on, turned to Leinee, and said, “You have the bridge, 
Colonel,” then paused... and mouthed J love you. Though there was no one else in 
the room, but people in small spaces had ways of hearing things, and the less 
people knew about their relationship the better. 

She smiled and answered, “I have the bridge,” then mouthed 7 love you... 
more. 

He wanted to take Leinee in his arms, kiss her, and declare his love loudly, but 
that kind of information could be used against them. People leaving The Night 
today would be questioned, perhaps even interrogated, and what they didn’t know 
couldn’t be used to hurt anyone. Tommy would of course tell Bear once everyone 
unloaded--confident his brother would be happy for them--and no one else would 
be the wiser. Until then, they had a plan to put into action. “After we leave,” he 
offered, “consider putting your crew in the turrets in case anyone tries to approach 
unannounced. Just seeing those turrets move should scare them off.” 

“TIl take it under advisement,” Leinee said with a wink. 

“Good, PII see you soon, Colonel.” As he went to leave, she reached out and 
lightly stroked the back of his hand with her fingers, charging his skin with a 
sensation that enveloped him. He looked back, and flashed her a silly grin while 
stumbling through the bulkhead doorway, somehow making it through alive. He 
continued moving forward to where the light-cruiser was docked and nearly 
crashed into Two-Scars who was waiting by the entrance. “How’s everything?” he 
asked cheerfully as he stopped short, still adorned with the warmth of Leinee’s 
touch. 

“Glad you’re in a good mood, Lieutenant. The prisoners are bound and locked 
up in two of the small quarters, stacked on top of each other,” she said with a 
mischievous smile. 
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“They can’t be enjoying that,” he said with a chuckle. The trip would be 
uncomfortable for them, but mercifully short. There were few options anyway. 
They had to secure the family and Reporter in the other quarters, and Tommy 
needed the small cargo hold for a backup plan--one he hadn’t told anyone about. 
So stacking the prisoners was the only way to transport them without flying back 
and forth between The Night and Excelsior. The fewer trips the better, he thought. 
Though confident his dad would do him no harm, he didn’t trust other people 
around the station. 

“Bear is getting your passengers, they should be here soon,” Two-Scars told 
him. 

He wanted to tell her how much pride he felt in her development as an officer 
and that he was going to miss her, but knew he shouldn’t; it would just complicate 
the emotions of it all the more. He’d tell her later when they were far away. 
“Excellent. Suit up. PI see you when we come back,” Tommy said... knowing 
that when they returned, he’d see her for little more than a moment before sending 
them away. They’d likely never see each other again though she didn’t know that. 

“Yes, Lieutenant,” she replied, hesitating to go at first... but finally leaving. 
Tommy felt bad about the whole thing but knew there were no better options. He 
needed to protect them from blow-back guaranteed to hit once the information 
contained within the device was released. He briefly wondered if Two-Scars, 
Antonus, and Doc Robin would hate him once they found out the truth... but 
brushed it aside. There were enough terrible things on his mind; he didn’t need to 
add more. 

A moment later, Bear arrived with the family and Reporter. “I have your 
biggest fans here!” he announced. 

“Don’t I know it!” Tommy said and the kids cheered as they dived into his 
arms. “I’m so going to miss you all!” he told them. It was true, but he was glad 
they were leaving. 

“We miss you too!” Riyo declared. 

“We’ll miss you too,” Kaafi corrected him. 

“Oh...” Riyo said, sounding sad. 

“It’s fine,” Tommy told Riyo, “I knew what you meant. And PII see you in a 
few minutes when we land at Excelsior. Now, go with the Sergeant and strap in. I 
need you all to be safe for when we take off, okay?” The kids nodded, as did their 
mother and the Reporter. “Excellent! On your way,” he said and the group 
followed Bear inside the cruiser. Once they were gone from his view, Tommy 
went to the pilot’s seat, strapped in, pushed the airlock button to close, and started 
the engines. 

Bear returned a few minutes later. “Good to go, little brother,” he said as he 
took the co-pilot seat. 

“Excellent, big brother, let’s do this.” Tommy flipped on the radio and 
announced, ““We’re departing. Everyone to their assignments.” He initiated the 
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startup sequence and waited to get the launch indicator which gave him time to 
think. Though he believed the mission would go smoothly, things were in place 
for the worst-case scenario: Antonus, Doc Robin, and Two-Scars were in the 
cargo hold with the shuttle, armed and armored, ready to jump into action if 
necessary; Leinee was on the bridge ready to pilot The Night if something went 
wrong--her crew manning the guns if she did as he suggested, and the last-resort 
back-up was set up in the rear along with as much gear as he could possibly load. 
Now it was up to him to make sure they wouldn’t need any of it. After a moment, 
the system told him the light-cruiser was ready. “And here we go,” he told his 
brother. 

“It’s on like a donkey’s cock,” Bear said under his breath. 

“It’s on like what?” Tommy asked, having never heard the phrase before. 

“Like... a donkeys... cock,” Bear repeated slower as if it was a common thing 
to say. 

“There is no way that’s a saying.” 

“It definitely is,” Bear stated with confidence. 

“On what planet?” Tommy asked with a chuckle. 

“All the planets.” 

“Tve never heard it...” 

“Not my problem,” Bear growled. “You young people don’t know shit.” 

“Maybe,” Tommy said with a shrug as the cruiser detached from The Night, 
“but I think I’d know if ‘on like a donkey’s cock’ was a thing.” 

“Well, little brother, it would appear you don’t!” 

“Can both of you shut the fuck up?” Leinee’s voice said over the radio. 

“Sorry,” Tommy replied, realizing they were on open comms and broadcasting 
over the operations channel. “Didn’t mean to keep the radio on.” 

“Like a donkey’s cock,” Bear grumbled. 

Tommy groaned as he aimed the craft toward the spinning station. Donkey 
cocks or not, things were definitely on. 


It did not take them long to get to the station and match speed and rotation 
with the spinning platform. As the cruiser entered the Excelsior’s main landing 
platform, Tommy turned on the view-screen and saw hundreds of people behind a 
thick glass partition, gathered in various stages of euphoria waiting for them to 
come out. He had experience with this type of reaction, but it had been a while 
since the people were this hyped--prior to their disappearance, some of the 
hysteria surrounding his fame had cooled off. “We’re going to be swarmed,” he 
warned over the radio, then turned to his brother and told him, “Get them.” 

“Yep,” Bear said and moved to the back of the cruiser shouting, “Come on, 
kids. We’re home!” 

Tommy watched the commotion of people waving signs, banners, streamers, 
colored lights, and various other things. He normally scoffed at their misled 
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adoration for him, but decided to take it in this once... probably the last time the 
world won t hate me. As the conveyor system moved their cruiser through the 
landing area, to the arrival gate, he could finally hear the roar of the people 
coming over the speakers. 

“Tommy Raven!” some yelled. 

Others yelled, “Savior of Earth!” the nickname that bothered him most. They 
should have called him The Idiot Who Nearly Crashed a Convoy into Earth. It 
was made more ridiculous by the fact that nothing he did actually saved the Earth. 
Tommy had once utilized simple math to calculate the worst-case scenario... and 
had the convoy crashed into the planet, it would have impacted the ocean near 
Australia and perhaps killed a few thousand coastal dwellers. A basic 
understanding of mass, velocity, and trajectory should have told them that. It 
bewildered him how easily people accepted what they were told... when they 
could quickly discover the truth on their own. It was as if once something was 
repeated by lazy reporting, it simply became a fact, requiring no corroboration to 
be considered true. At best, he was the savior of a tiny area of Australia... and yet 
to them he unquestionably saved an entire planet. 

Tommy remembered how, possessed by youthful ignorance, he thought he 
could get away from the fame and the truth by joining SYSPOL, but it only 
seemed to validate their ridiculous beliefs that he was a good person, making him 
an even bigger obsession. It was all a waste, in the grand scheme, considering he 
was soon going to purposely tell the truth and invite their scorn. He thought about 
how scared he’d been when the Reporter joined them... fearing she was there to 
put the pieces together and figure him out. He didn’t miss the irony that soon he 
was going to do far worse to himself than he ever imagined she could. What a 
waste of a life, he thought. Though, he conceded, if I hadnt gone on this journey, 
the device would never have found its way to me... and the Ydalics would have 
been able to use it before anyone was the wiser. Perhaps he could allow himself 
that silver lining. 

“Tommy! Tommy! Come kiss me! Kiss me!” screamed a young man who was 
jumping up and down at the front of the crowd. 

“No! Kiss me, Tommy! Tommy! Kiss me!” he heard someone else yell. 

He sensed shadows at his periphery and turned to see the group by the door-- 
he had not heard them over the noise. He twisted his body to face them and Kaafi 
jumped on him, wrapping her legs around his mid-section. “Woah,” Tommy said 
as he steadied himself, her weight, along with the gravity created by the spinning 
station, almost bringing him down face-first. He looked up and saw Zahi in Bear’s 
arms, Riyo in Diiran’s, and the Reporter alone. He tried to tell them to stay close 
but the noise outside was so loud he could barely hear himself. He tried to speak 
to Bear over the comms but his brother grimaced and pointed at his ear to indicate 
he couldn’t make it out. Tommy realized trying to talk was useless and decided he 
would lead, trusting the rest to follow. 
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He pushed the release button and watched the door swing open. Outside, 
roughly five meters away, were a dozen red troopers--no doubt his father’s--in a 
half-circle, screaming and pushing people back. Bear suddenly burst past Tommy 
holding Zahi in his left arm, his right swinging back and forth as he tried to break 
through the crowd, pushing enough people out of the way that a path cleared. 
Tommy, knowing the way would close quickly, reached with his left hand and 
grabbed Diiran by the hook of the elbow. “We have to go!” he shouted, hoping 
she understood. 

They pushed forward, Tommy and Kaafi in front, Diiran and Riyo in the 
middle, and the Reporter taking up the rear. Though he could still see Bear’s path, 
there were hands reaching out as he moved, slapping, patting, pulling, clawing at 
him. “Careful of the child!” he cried out as he tried to keep moving, but the path 
suddenly closed and a mass of people pushed toward him. Fearing they were 
about to be trampled, Tommy hunched over to protect Kaafi, but a group of red 
troopers suddenly burst through and bowled bodies out of the way, then all but 
dragged Tommy and the civilians past the hysteria, toward a doorway, through the 
opening, and into a station corridor. 

The noise died with a loud thud as one of the troopers slammed the bulkhead 
door shut. 

“Holy shit,” a bald red trooper said to no one in particular, as she breathed 
heavily. 

“Private,” a bearded trooper said in a raised voice, “take the civilians to the 
infirmary.” 

“Will do,” the bald trooper said and walked up to Tommy. He tried to hand 
Kaafi over to her, but the child resisted. 

“Nooooo!” Kaafi shouted, refusing to be taken by the Private. 

“It’s okay. These troopers will take care of you, I promise,” he said, trying to 
reassure her. 

“Nooo!” Kaafi continued to protest. “Tommy! I don’t trust them!” 

“Tommy! Don’t leave us!” he heard Riyo scream at the top of his lungs as he 
tried to get away from his mother. 

“It’s okay, kids. We’ll be fine,” Bear assured them, but the youngest wouldn’t 
hear of it and continued to try and fight his way to Tommy. 

Tommy looked for Zahi and found her hiding behind Bear. He walked over to 
them, telling Kaafi, “I’m going to give you to my brother for a second, okay? I 
have to talk to your sister.” Kaafi hesitated at first but then let Bear take her in his 
arms. Tommy next put his hand out to Zahi, who walked around Bear to accept it. 
He then leaned down and whispered in her ear, “You trust me, right?” 

Zahi nodded and said, “You know I do.” 

Tommy knew the kids would listen to their big sister, and he thought he had a 
good way to get her to do it without question. “So... listen, I want to give you an 
assignment.” 
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“Like... an order?” Zahi asked. 

“Sure, would you like that?” he replied in a lowered voice. 

“Yes,” she whispered. 

“Listen right and true, Zahi Madar, I first must deputize you as a member of 
The Night,” he said, pulling away to look her in the eyes. “Do you accept?” 

Zahi gave him a vigorous nod and said, “Of course!” 

“Then it is so,” he said and touched her left shoulder with the palm of his right 
hand. “You are now an honorary officer of The Night. As such, your mission is to 
take your family to a safe place and stay there until one of my crew--your crew 
now--relieves you. Understood?” 

“Yes, Tom--sorry--yes, Lieutenant,” Zahi corrected, delivering an awkward 
salute, one he returned with a smile. “Is it--is it okay if I--if I hug the Lieutenant?” 
she asked sweetly. 

“Permission granted,” he said with a big smile and opened his arms. 

She jumped forward, wrapping her arms around his neck, pulling him in tight. 
“T love you, Tommy Raven,” Zahi whispered in his ear. 

“I love you too, Zahi Madar,” he said and kissed her cheek, then leaned his 
torso back and told her, “Now, do your duty.” 

Zahi nodded, let go, and calmly walked to her siblings, taking each by a hand. 
“Hello, I am Zahi Madar,” she told the bald trooper. 

“Hello, Zahi Madar,” the bald trooper said with a smile. “My name is Lunar, I 
will be your personal security for today.” 

“Good,” Zahi said, “lead the way.” Tommy couldn’t help but smile at how 
quickly Zahi took to her duty. Already more professional than Bear. 

Lunar turned to one of the other red troopers and said, “Hjörtur, farðu og 
athugaðu hvort það sé öruggt.” 

“Að sjálfsögðu,” the one named Hjörtur said, then opened a slide-door and left 
the room to secure the way. 

“Okay, we move,” Lunar told them shortly after. 

Riyo turned his head as he was leaving and said, “I miss you, Tommy Raven.” 

“PII miss you,” Kaafi corrected him, then said, “Thanks for saving our lives, 
Tommy Raven,” and waved with her free hand. 

“It was my honor and my pleasure. I love you all,” Tommy said and blew a 
kiss. “I hope to see you soon,” he called to them, knowing how unlikely it was 
they’d ever see him again. It was best they not know such things. 

Diiran rushed over and gave both Bear and Tommy kisses and thanked them, 
then left. The Reporter waved but said nothing else and went with the family. 

“Odd,” Bear said when they were all gone. 

“What’s odd?” Tommy asked. 

“Ungrateful Reporter. Didn’t even give me a kiss.” 

“Yeah, especially after all the kindness you showed her, right?” 

“Right? So rude,” Bear said with a shake of the head, and if Tommy didn’t 
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know his brother better, he’d have thought the old man was serious. 

The bearded trooper giving orders walked up to them and smiled. “Welcome 
to gravity, you fuckin’ idiots!” 

“Who the fuck are you? Do I know you?” Bear barked. 

“Yes, you know me, Bear,” the man said, “I’m Dagur, we’ve met several 
times.” 

Bear shook his head, “Dagur? Your name is Day? Nope, no clue who you 
are.” 

Dagur laughed, “Sure you don’t. Anyway, how the hell did you idiots get 
lost?” 

Bear made a fist and held it up as if he might hit Dagur, “We didn’t get lost 
you fuck-tool!” 

“You believe it?” Dagur said, turning to the other red troopers. “They got lost! 
Not even a blind monkey can get lost in space!” 

Bear turned his head to Tommy and said, “Bro, let me shoot him.” 

“Not right now,” Tommy snorted. 

“T’ve also met you before, Flying Bear,” one of the other red troopers said, a 
woman with a weirdly large head and a tiny mouth, “but this is my first time 
meeting you, Eylifur Friður. It is an honor!” she said, dipping her head. 

“Oh no, please, it is my pleasure,” Tommy lied, “and you are?” He heard Bear 
grunt disapprovingly. 

“My name is bordis,” she said. 

“Nice to meet you. We have a cousin named Pordis,” he told her. 

It made her light up, “Really? I didn’t know that! Wow!” 

“Yep, she lives in Husavik.” 

“My mother’s brother lived in Húsavík! That’s great... wow, so we’re like 
family now!” bordis exclaimed. 

“How the fuck are we like family? Because we have a cousin named the same 
stupid name as your sheepherder brother’s roommate in the same town?” Bear 
countered. “Though, let’s be fair,” he said, easing the tone of his voice, “our 
cousin is a super-model compared to whatever is going on with your...” he 
gestured with his hands as if he could not find any words for what he saw. 

Tommy knew he needed to intervene before things got heated, “Anyway! I’m 
sure this bordis is a terrifically wonderful person, Sergeant, but let’s revisit the 
pleasantries a bit later if that’s okay with you all. I’d like to see my father.” 

“Of course,” Dagur said, motioning his troopers with a wave, “follow.” 

They traveled down a corridor toward a long bend. As they walked, Tommy 
kept having to correct his balance due to the station’s gravity giving the sensation 
of his head being pulled toward his feet. A few times Bear banged into him with a 
grumble, clearly having similar problems, and the red troopers snickered at them 
for it. To Bear’s credit, he didn’t argue with them, perhaps too busy trying to 
concentrate on walking. 
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After a few minutes, they arrived at a lobby leading into a large waiting room 
full of chairs and tables. One man was sitting at a desk near a large double-door, 
and another sat on a couch near a nameplate on the right that read, General 
Kastriot Alikaj, Commander -- Excelsior. They had arrived at their father’s office. 

“Here you go... oh, and this gaur says he knows you?” Dagur said, gesturing 
toward the man sitting at the desk. 

Bear squinted his eyes at the man, “Who are you?” 

The man got up with a big smile and walked toward them with his hand out. 
“It’s so good to see you again!” 

“No, seriously,” Bear said, “who the fuck are you?” 

It took Tommy a second to place the face, but it soon hit him, “Oh! It’s 
Boone,” he told his brother. 

Bear seemed as confused as ever, “Who the fuck is Boone?” 

“Elisa’s friend. Dammit, brother, you seem to not remember anyone!” 

“We were a little more than friends,” Boone objected. 

Tommy cringed, knowing his sister’s side of that story, “I mean, barely...” 

“Oh, that’s not fair,” Boone protested. 

“Wait! I know who you are,” Bear interrupted. “You’re the stalker! Right?” he 
said while nudging Tommy with his elbow. 

“I’m what?” Boone asked, shocked. 

“Oh Bear,” Tommy said with a groan. 

“T--I’m not a stalker!” 

“He’s kidding,” Tommy assured Boone. 

“Oh, no I’m not,” Bear demanded. 

“Yes, he is,” Tommy promised. 

“Am I though?” Bear asked sarcastically. 

“He is, I promise,” though he couldn’t be sure Bear was. “Anyway, how have 
you been, Boone? What are you doing here? You sure have grown up,” he said, 
noting how much his height had changed since the last time they met. 

“Thanks! Yeah, I got a lot taller since I was 14,” he said with a touch of 
sarcasm. “I’m here doing some work for my dad’s company. I have my own ship 
now,” he said with pride, “and I’ve been... I’ve also been organizing the fandom 
here on Excelsior, with my friend,” he gestured for the man sitting on the couch to 
get up. 

“The... what dumb?” Bear asked. 

“Fandom,” Boone repeated, “for you guys... for the Ravens,” he corrected. 
“The Army of Ravens, Scott and I’ve been kind of leading the effort,” he said, 
pointing at his friend who was now standing next to him. 

“A fan dumb? That sounds... stupid,” Bear said. 

“He’s saying fandom, like a kingdom, but for fans,” Tommy explained, “not 
fan dumb like something... dumb.” 

“A kingdom... for fans?” Bear asked, pretending as if he’d never heard of it 
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before. “I think I’ve been right the whole time because that sounds fan-dumb.” 

Tommy cringed at Bear... and the notion of Boone leading anything. He 
remembered how, as a kid, Boone had always been a hanger-on who would insert 
himself into places and situations whether asked to or not, a sort of constant 
annoyance. That made him a potential problem... one that needed to go away. 
“Anyway, thank you, Boone, and... Scott?” he said to the friend, who nodded. 
“Nice to meet you, I appreciate whatever you are doing. We definitely appreciate 
all of our very smart fans,” he said, elbowing Bear. 

“It’s an honor to meet you, both of you,” Scott said. “And they call me BD 
Nefarious,” the man told him. 

“Beezee Ne-what-ious?” Bear asked, squinting in disgust. “Why does 
everyone have such stupid names around here?” 

“BD,” Boone corrected, “for Black Death.” 

“It’s getting even worse... you call yourself Black Death Nefarious?” Bear 
growled. 

“It’s what Magnificus calls me,” Scott replied. 

“Who the fuck is Magnifi-puss?” Bear barked. 

“Me,” Boone said, “Magnificus.” 

“These names are getting even stupider!” Bear growled. 

“If you hate that, guess what his ship’s name is,” Dagur said. 

“I don’t want to know,” Bear told the man, shaking his head. 

“It’s The Swift Sloth,’ Dagur told him anyway. 

“What part of I didn’t want to know did you not understand? But now that I 
do... I’m in gag-land,” Bear said, pantomiming forcing himself to throw up, with 
a finger down-the-throat. 

“Alright!” Tommy interjected, having had enough of distractions, “back to 
business.” He looked at Bear and asked, “You coming?” 

“Nah, fuck it. You go, Pll probably just make it worse. You do your charm 
offensive and Pll be out here.” He then turned to face the room and raised his 
voice, “I'll stay out here to keep these fuck-shits company, and make sure Bland 
Drip Ne-fuck-ulus and Magna-Fucky-Puss here don’t get too stalkerish and press 
their ears up against the door to listen.” 

“Lucky us,” bordis said sarcastically. 

“Oh fuck you very much,” Bear told her, “a few minutes ago we were cousins 
and now you’re being a limp-dick about my company? Nice! Some family you 
are!” 

Dagur laughed, “You cousins need to kiss and make up.” 

“I’m definitely gonna throw up,” Bear said, puffing his cheeks out as if about 
to spew. 

Tommy decided to leave before he had to intervene again and entered his 
father’s office, closing the door behind him. The General was sitting at his desk 
writing on what appeared to be synthetic papers. “Është mirë të të shoh, Baba,” 
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Tommy said in Albanian. Though he barely spoke it and had no idea if he was 
being grammatically correct, he knew his father would appreciate the effort, 
especially since he rarely heard the language anymore. “You look younger than 
ever,” Tommy lied; the General’s Earther DNA modification had been reversed 
when he joined the Militia some 30 years earlier, having done it to prove to their 
mother that he was serious about making the marriage work and becoming a real 
Ydalic. It managed to keep them together long enough for Tommy and Elisa to be 
born. But the higher he rose through the ranks, the more trouble he brought to the 
marriage eventually ending it. 

“Hello, son,” his father said, getting up, walking over, and giving him a hug 
and two kisses, one on each side of his face. “Ku është vëllait yt?” 

“Outside... felt it might be best he not come in.” 

“Mirë. He blames me for everything, even things I didn’t do. I’ve tried to tell 
him sorry, but he won’t listen. Your mother spoiled him. Made him weak.” 

Tommy winced. “Bear is not weak. He’s the strongest man I know.” 

“Son, that’s how you want to see him. But Björn is soft like your mother was.” 

It angered Tommy to hear his father talk this way, “Dad, I don’t want to fight 
with you but Mom wasn’t soft. She was a fighter... who also cared about people, 
that’s all. Bear is a fighter too... but he’s not like Mom.” 

“Son, he is exactly like your mom. You can’t see it because you don’t want to. 
And that’s okay. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you realize... we see only 
what we want. Your brother, for instance, hates a version of me I haven’t been for 
decades. But he won’t let it go. He won’t see I’ve changed.” 

Tommy had no interest in getting into his father’s issues with Bear and said, 
“That’s between you two, Baba.” It would only distract from what he needed. 

“It is and will probably never be resolved. But I am happy to see you, son. I 
got your message about the family you rescued. Of course, they will have our 
hospitality and protection.” 

“Thank you, Baba. I appreciate that. Their hauler is coming on autopilot, 
and... Pd like it if you could spare some troopers to go with them to their delivery 
when it gets here.” 

“Son, anything you want, of course,” his father said with a broad smile. “You 
know I can’t say no to you. Like how Bear is your weakness, you are mine. It’s 
always like this in families, though,” he lowered his voice, “we don’t tell our 
children we have a favorite.” 

Tommy counted on being his father’s favorite and hoped it would help in what 
was coming next. “Thank you, Baba. I have two other issues I didn’t 
communicate before coming here.” 

“Oh?” his father said curiously. “What could you not say in your 
communication? What is the mystery?” 

Tommy sensed something strange in his father’s voice but dismissed it as 
paranoia. “I want to leave my crew here as well.” 
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There was a look of surprise on his father’s face, “You... want to... leave 
your crew here? Including Bear?” 

“No, Bear is going with me.” 

“Why... why would you...” his father leaned his backside on the desk and 
folded his arms, “why would you want to leave your crew here? This makes no 
sense.” 

“I know, it doesn’t make any sense, and I’d like to ask, as your favorite,” he 
flashed a bright smile, “that you will just trust me when I say... I need you to be 
okay with this and to give my crew a place to stay... and protection in case they 
need it.” 

“Eylifur Kastriot Alikaj,” his father said, using the name given under Albanian 
cultural norms, “this is more than a strange request, it sounds like a dangerous 
request.” He looked at Tommy with suspicion, “What are you up to?” 

This was going to be more difficult than he’d hoped. “I have a favor I need to 
take care of... for someone,” he said, trying to avoid the truth as much as possible. 

“A favor?” 

“Yes, and I need to do it without too many people involved.” 

“A favor for... someone?” his father asked with elevated suspicion in his 
voice. 

Tommy grimaced, nodded, and said, “Right.” 

“Does this someone have a name, son?” 

He thought about how to answer... there was no way his father would allow 
Leinee, a colonel in the Militia, to leave without being debriefed, even for his 
favorite. The General was, after all, someone good at preserving his status, and if 
he let them go and the Ydalir hierarchy found out, that status would be damaged. 
“It’s just something I have to do... for a friend... it’s better if you don’t ask 
questions. Not just better for me, but also for you... if you get my meaning.” 
Tommy hoped this would dissuade his father from digging any deeper. 

“Son... your crew can stay here whenever it wants, and they will always have 
my protection,” he said softly, and Tommy felt relief. The General then leaned 
forward, locked his fingers together, tightened his jaw, and in a firm voice said, 
“But... Colonel Iravani is not going anywhere with you.” 

I should have known this was going to go badly... “I--1 don’t--” 

“Son, you don’t have to lie,” the General said calmly. “You kids have always 
been close. You have a soft spot for her, I know. But she’s in big trouble.” 

“Where are you getting this from? What is big trouble?” Maybe he was only 
guessing. 

His father’s eyes squinted disapprovingly. “Did you really think the Viking 
Council wouldn’t contact me? Keep me informed? I know what happened... to 
her ship. I know you rescued her. I even know about the people you arrested,” he 
said, nodding. “Yeah, I know about that.” 

There is no way he should know unless... “You're part of this--” Tommy 
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mistakenly said out-loud, but stopped himself before he could say more. 

“I’m part of the Militia... and we have our own laws, ones you can’t just 
ignore. But that’s her problem. Your problem... is that SYSPOL is upset. There is 
a group of Internal Affairs agents who want to talk to you whenever you decide to 
show your face.” 

“Because I went on a rescue mission?” he said, trying to dismiss the idea while 
sounding relaxed, but inside he was freaking out. What will he do next? 

“No, son, because you went on a secret rescue mission for her without telling 
anyone and caused a system-wide incident. Listen, I will do anything to protect 
you. Just tell me why you’re doing this and I’Il make sure we, the Militia, stick by 
you no matter what SYSPOL wants to do. Okay? You’re Ydalic and your people 
will welcome you home if that’s what has to happen.” 

His father seemed to not have the full picture, so Tommy still had some 
advantages. Maybe he was only aware of what the Council told him, and not part 
of whatever scheme existed. Not that it mattered, he was screwing up the plan, 
and whether he knew it or not, putting Leinee’s life in danger. “I’m not doing it 
your way, Baba,” he said angrily, looking his father directly in the eyes, “I’m 
leaving here, with Leinee, and you’re not going to stop me.” 

“Son, listen to me,” his father said, getting up from his seat on the desk, “I 
love you very much. I love Bjérn too, even if he hates me... but if you won’t do 
the right thing, I’m going to have to do it for you.” 

“What does that mean?” Tommy asked, fearing what was coming. 

His father walked around to the opposite side of his desk, leaned over, then 
said, “Arrest the Sergeant but don’t hurt him. And send a garrison in here for the 
Lieutenant.” 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Tommy demanded, as his hand went to the 
sidearm holstered on his right. 

“T am not going to let you ruin your life, son.” 

The words hit a nerve. “Fuck my life!” Tommy spit out. 

“You don’t mean that,” his father said, “think about your family, your legacy, 
and what it means to be who you are. Don’t throw it all away for her. That makes 
no sense, son. Come on. You’re so much smarter than this.” 

“No, Baba... I’m really not.” 

There was a long silence. “I think I get it. You’re in love with her.” His father 
moved toward him, holding his hands out as if pleading, “Son, please don’t tell 
me you’re going to ruin everything for... the sad black girl who followed you 
arou--” 

Tommy’s rage pulled the gun from its holster and pointed it at the General. 
“Shut the fuck up about Leinee!” he shouted. “Never say that again!” 

His father let out a loud sigh. “You have become too much like your brother. I 
allowed Björn to join you on this silly self-reflection... adventure because I knew 
he would protect you, but I now see his influence only made things worse.” His 
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father shook his head for a few seconds and sighed again. “All I’m trying to do is 
to save you both.” 

Bear’s voice came over the local-talk, “Mother fucker get out here! I--I’m in-- 
fuckin’ fighting for--” 

Tommy wanted to say so much but knew he needed to hurry in order to help 
Bear. “I hope you remember that you forced my hand,” he told his father, then 
clicked over to a private channel and said, “Execute Merktur Af Eldi!” He heard 5 
beeps in his ears, knew things were about to get extremely weird, and rushed out 
the office door. 

Outside he saw a squad of red troopers wrestling with Bear. Tommy holstered 
his gun, and dived into the fight, wrapping his arms around a red trooper 
attempting to choke his brother, throwing the trooper off, then shoving another 
trooper who was on Bear’s side, watching her tumbled over several chairs, and 
hitting the ground with a loud thud. Two other troopers reacted quickly and 
rushed Tommy, putting their shoulders down to tackle him. He twisted to move 
right, tripped over his own feet, and fell out of their way. The two troopers hit the 
lobby table and snapped it in two. 

Bear now had two red troopers on him and was kneeing one in the face while 
the other rode his back. Tommy ran forward and hit the trio, causing them all to 
fall to the ground. “Come on, big brother!” he yelled as the attackers lost their 
grip. Tommy rolled over onto his knees and noticed Boone and Scott standing 
against the wall with confused expressions. 

“Mother fuckers, help us!” Bear shouted at the young men as he too got up, 
then was tackled by a red trooper who brought him to the ground again. “Fuck 
me!” he yelled. 

Tommy crawled toward his brother, wanting to help, but someone grabbed his 
leg, yanking him backward. He kicked without seeing who it was, trying to free 
himself. “Get the fuck off me!” he barked and kicked until his leg became free. As 
he stood up he was immediately arm-tackled and brought to the floor. “Goddamn, 
really?” he cried out in frustration. “Magnificus”? Tommy shouted, “The Ravens 
need their army!” With that Boone and Scott jumped in, pulling at the red trooper 
on top of Tommy, quickly freeing him and allowing him to get into a steady 
standing position. He then jump-kicked a trooper on top of Bear, punched another 
in the face as hard as he could, then dragged Bear into a standing position. They 
both punched and kicked wildly at their attackers and were soon joined by Boone 
and Scott. 

“Alright, stop!” Dagur yelled, getting up off the floor. “We don’t want to hurt 
you! We’re just supposed to take you into custody,” he said, breathing heavily. 

“No one is taking anyone into anything, you shit fucking fuck-shitter!” Bear 
yelled back. 

“No one fucks with Tommy Raven and the Army of the Ravens,” Boone 
declared. 
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“Sure, fine... whatever,” Tommy said, looking at the eager young men, “we’re 
leaving on our own,” he finished, looking back at Dagur. “Don’t try to stop us.” 

“We have our orders...” Dagur replied, shaking his head. 

“I see we got a problem,” Tommy told him, then slapped his brother on the 
shoulder and ran out of the room. He looked back to make sure Bear was behind 
him and saw Boone and Scott running with them. “Hey, you guys!” he yelled at 
them, “thanks for the help but...” he took in a deep breath as they rounded a long 
bend, “you should get away!” 

“Black Death and Magnificus are sticking by you!” Boone shouted. 

“Get away from us, stalkers!” Bear barked. “You’re gonna get hurt!” 

“We’re not stalkers!” Boone yelled back. 

“We said go away and you’re chasing us, that’s like the definition of stalkers!” 
Bear wheezed. 

“Forget it,” Tommy yelled, realizing it wasn’t worth arguing about it, “stick 
with us. We’ll get you to safety.” After sprinting and falling a few times, he 
figured they had to be close to the arrival area and hoped his backup plan was 
already doing its thing. But as they rounded the corner, Tommy could see an 
entire squad of red troopers. “Stop, stop!” he shouted. 

“Fuck me,” Bear said when he saw them. 

Tommy could hear a rumble of feet from behind and knew other red troopers 
were coming. He opened up the private channel again and said, “Anytime, baby.” 

Suddenly the door behind the front squad flung open, crashing hard into the 
bulkhead, causing the troopers to turn around. All recoiled in shock when they 
saw the roboskel. 

“What the fuck?” Bear squealed when he saw it. 

“Plan B,” Tommy told him. 

“Hello, everyone! It’s me, Tommy Raven, yeah!” the roboskel shouted in 
what, to Tommy, did not sound like Porcupine Thorn’s voice. It then extended its 
arms to each side and blared, “Wild, baby! Wild!” in what was now unmistakably 
Tommy’s voice. Oh shit, I didn t program him to do that. 

“What the fuckitty fuck fuck is that?” Bear screamed at the top of his lungs. 

The roboskel pointed at Bear and, in Tommy’s voice, said, “I told you, brother, 
Plan B.” And before the red troopers knew what to do, the roboskel grabbed two 
and flung them into the bulkhead. The other red troopers attempted to escape by 
running down the corridor, past Tommy but collided with their comrades coming 
up from behind. Tommy-Thorn giggled and moved toward the group of red 
in Tommy’s voice, then nodded with a salute as it walked past him and gave an 
excited, “Hi!” 

“This is so fucked up,” Bear mumbled, frozen in place as if in a trance. 
Tommy knew they couldn’t stay there and slapped his brother across the face. 
“What the shit?” Bear screamed. 
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“We gotta go!” Tommy told him. 

“You didn’t need to fuckin’ slap me to say that!” Bear yelled. 

Tommy looked at Boone and Scott, “Get out of here, or follow us, we are 
leaving.” 

“We--we’ll come with you!” Boone told him. 

“Let’s go!” Tommy said, then ran toward the open bulkhead door. 

As they entered the arrival terminal, Tommy stopped to scan for their 
transport. He found it quickly, the light-cruiser having only moved three slots 
down the conveyor system since their arrival. Before Tommy could say what was 
next on his mind, Bear bolted past him shouting, “To the ship, you dumb fucks!” 

Tommy looked over his shoulder at the young men and said, “Follow,” but 
before they could, a nearby bulkhead door opened, and out came a handful of 
civilians. 

“The Army of Ravens is here!” Boone yelled, pointing at the group of two 
men and three women who looked only slightly taller than White Wolf. 

“Reinforcements are good,” Black Death said. A half-second later, the far-end 
bulkhead door crashed open and a dozen Militia troopers burst into the arrival 
area. 

“Oh fuck,” Boone said, followed by “Run, Tommy Raven! Your Army of 
Ravens will hold them off!” Before Tommy could argue, all but Black Death ran 
at the troopers, screaming. 

“Fuckin’ idiots...” Tommy mumbled as he watched his supposed army run 
into a superior force. 

“They’re very motivated,” Black Death said, then gave a shrug and ran after 
them. 

“We cant leave!” Bear’s voice suddenly blared in his ear, “they have the whole 
station on lock-down! There is no way to escape.” 

Tommy instinctively switched to the private channel and said, “Hey, my 
friend, we can’t get out, the station is on lock-down.” 

“On my way, my friend,” Thorn said, this time in its own voice. 

“On my way,” Tommy-Thorn said as if the two were different entities in the 
same body. 

“Excellent... whichever one of you is... in control,” he answered while 
watching as his supposed defenders dived into the red troopers, only to be easily 
overwhelmed, stalling the Militia for mere seconds before the red troopers 
continued toward him. Tommy bolted for the light-cruiser, knowing he had to get 
inside. Even if they couldn’t launch, they could at least lock the door and wait for 
Thorn--or whatever was in control of the roboskel. 

“Hurry!” Bear yelled as Tommy ran toward him. 

Once inside, he shut the door and engaged the locking mechanism, then 
switched over to the ship-to-ship and said, ““Leinee, we have a major problem, 
they’re probably coming for you.” 
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“Whats happening, Tommy?” she demanded. 

“Just be prepared, we’re going to try and get out of here,” he said looking out 
of the front windows, “but we may be taken any second now.” A moment later, the 
roboskel came running through the open bulkhead door, barreling headfirst into 
the red troopers, knocking them down. “Correction: we may be leaving soon. Get 
ready.” He then switched to the private channel and said, “Hey, my friend, please 
hack the lock-down so we can leave.” 

“Of course, my friend,” Thorn answered. 

“Stand down, Porcupine Thorn, I got this,” Tommy-Thorn said. “System will 
be compromised in 30 seconds. Tell Leinee to get ready.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 


Aleina... gone 


“Colonel,” the Major said over the radio, “we have several ships incoming.” 

Aleina could see multiple blips on the radar, moving toward The Night from 
two different sides. “I see them. What type of vehicles?” 

“They look like boarding-cruisers,” the Major said. 

Fuck, she thought, they’re really coming. “Antonus, Jackson, prepare for 
inbound hostiles,” she said. 

“Why are we preparing for hostiles?” Antonus asked, and Aleina remembered 
they weren’t in on the whole plan. 

“Difficult to explain, but I am going to take evasive action, hope you’re 
strapped in,” she told them as she pulled the pilot-straps over her shoulders, and 
locked the mechanism in place at the bottom of the seat. A second later, she 
pushed the throttle all the way and watched the incoming dots’ closing-rate 
decrease. Next she twisted the controls to point The Night toward Excelsior. 
Aleina spotted a couple of pursuers off to the right making arcs in space as they 
fired engines to intercept. She turned The Night left to increase the distance 
between them. 

“On our way,” came Tommy’s voice over the operations channel, perfectly 
calm. 

A second later, Bear got on the radio and shouted, “We got into a fight!” 

“Aaaaaaand...”’ Tommy said, keying off for a breath before opening the 
channel again to finish, “we have another problem.” 

“Another? What’s this other problem?” Aleina asked, anticipating the worst. 

“The Militia prisoners are still on the cruiser,’ Tommy said with a chuckle... 
as if he couldn’t believe it, “7 guess in the chaos of our arrival, security forgot to 
take them. So, they’re with us... cursing us out.” 

Aleina heard Bear’s voice shout from next to Tommy, “They re calling me a 
pussy! Me! A pussy! You believe that shit? I’m no pussy, you bags of limp-dicks!” 

“Get with the times, old man, its a compliment now,” Tommy told him. 

“They don t mean it as a compliment!” Bear shouted. 

“Hey, dummies, let’s prioritize immediate problems,” Aleina radioed as she 
turned The Night back toward Excelsior and spotted a red light-cruiser. “I think I 
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see you, twenty degrees off the port side of the station... correction, my starboard 
side, your port side?” 

“Most likely us,” Tommy answered. “Anyone behind us?” 

She looked at the radar display and saw a dot headed toward The Night with 
no blips following. “No one is behind you, but we have multiple vessels chasing 
us. Boarding-cruisers. They mean business,” she told him. 

“Fuck, wait one,” Tommy answered. Seconds went by as The Night closed, 
still out-pacing the boarding-cruisers. “Alright,” he finally said, “J don t like it 
but... you’re going to have to leave us behind.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about? I’m coming to you right now, PI pick 
you up!” she barked as a sense of overwhelming anxiety closed in. 

“Leinee, you will have to decrease The Night’s velocity for us to get on-board; 
in that time the boarding-cruisers will catch up. I cant chance it. Dont worry, 
we'll be fine. Dad may have tried to arrest us but he wont let any harm come to 
us. He’s after you... so you have to run. I’m sorry it ended up this way but it’... 
its what has to be done. Take care of my crew, please. Copy?” 

Aleina knew he was right. If The Night matched velocity with the cruiser the 
pursuing vessels would undoubtedly catch up, substantially increasing the chance 
of capture. But what her head knew her heart refused. “I copy,” she told him, “but 
we’re not doing it that way. I’m coming for you. Prepare for docking maneuvers.” 
I am not losing him again... not like this. 

“Leinee, no...” 

“Prepare for docking maneuvers, Tommy, I’ve made up my mind!” she 
demanded, hoping he remembered how utterly stubborn she could be when she 
wanted. And right now she wanted more than anything to have him back with her. 

There was a long pause before he replied, “Preparing for docking.” 

Aleina decreased engine power, then switched to local-talk and said, “Major, 
Private, we are docking with the Lieutenant’s cruiser; the pursuing vessels will 
catch up during the maneuver. You will discourage them from approaching by 
shooting past the nose of their crafts. Be sure to aim the projectiles away from any 
ship or station, we don’t need someone innocent getting hurt. Do not shoot 
directly into those boarding-cruisers, but make them think you will. How copy?” 

“Solid copy, Colonel. We’ve been listening on the operations channel so we’re 
all caught up,” the Major answered. 

“Eg skil, ofursti,” White Wolf replied. 

Next she addressed The Night’s crew, ““Antonus, Doc, and Jackson, I can’t 
order you to action, but your commanders are in trouble and I aim to help them. I 
will attempt to dock with their craft at the aft airlock, so I advise you remain 
suited up and prepare for an attempt by Militia forces to board The Night. I am 
not asking you to fight, since I am confident your Lieutenant would order you not 
to, but simply to assist your commanders in any legal manner you can, 
understood?” 
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“I dont know what the hell is going on but if someone tries to board my ship, 
I'll break them in two,” Antonus answered. 

“And I'll heal them after Antonus breaks them, sheesh,” Doc Robin said 
followed by a laugh. 

“PIL do my best to keep anyone from having to break anyone else in any 
pieces,” Aleina informed them. 

“Colonel,” Jackson’s voice said, “I’m coming to you.” 

“Okay...” Aleina responded, thinking the decision strange, “but it’s going to 
be difficult with this gravity, in armor, trying to climb up here,” she reminded 
Jackson. “I don’t really need a co-pilot, I’m fine alone.” 

“I appreciated your point and concerns, but I'll be fine... and I’m coming,” 
Jackson told her. 

“Good luck,” Aleina said, then turned her focus back to piloting, and switched 
to the operations channel. “Okay, Tommy, we’re all set, The Night is at match- 
velocity for your cruiser, so begin maneuvers to link with us. Antonus and Doc 
are waiting at the aft airlock, got it?” 

“Got it. We’re going to dock, then once inside, seal the airlock and detach. 
We’ll radio Excelsior to capture the cruiser and rescue the prisoners inside,” 
Tommy told her. 

“Fine by me, as long as you’re safe and we can be on our way. Let me know 
when you’re ready to link-up for docking.” 

“Will do, ETA five minutes. But you will need to cut engines once we’ve 
docked, there is no way we can make it do the airlock door from here with the 
engines on, okay?” 

“Alright, but it will cut things close,” Aleina told him. She didn’t like it but 
knew it was what they needed to do, remembering how tough it had been to leave 
the seat of that light-cruiser while utilizing much lower engine power; the brothers 
would likely fall to the back of the cruiser and break bones if they tried it at their 
current velocity. 

A few seconds later, the local-talk blared alive with the Major’s voice, 
“Boarding-cruisers coming in hot, closing to within one-thousand meters; request 
permission to fire warnings shots.” 

“Granted, you are free to fire.” Almost immediately, she felt the thumping 
sound of the guns firing. Aleina noticed the ship’s velocity increase as the guns 
fired at targets behind The Night and adjusted the engines to account for the 
change. 

“Three breaking off,” the Major said. “Others still coming, firing over them.” 
More shots followed. “Theyre not as easily intimidated,” she said, and the 
thumps of fire increased. “A/right, Colonel, three more have broken off, but it 
looks like the others are coming back.” 

Aleina looked at the radar and could see indicators revealing dots adopting 
separate planes in space... she figured they were trying to make it more difficult to 
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target them. “They’re going to try and split your effective fire,” she told her 
gunners, and noticed the other group doing the same. She switched over to the 
operations channel, “Tommy, whatever you can do to speed this up, do it, because 
they are getting crafty.” 

“I’m doing what I can, inbound in a minute,” he told her calmly. 

Bear keyed-up laughing, “She said crafty... the crafts are getting crafty, little 
brother... she’s such a dummy.” 

“I never even said crafts. God, you’re so stupid,” Aleina told him. 

“At least I didnt say crafty crafts!” Bear shouted. 

“Neither did I, ball-sack!” 

“Almost there,” Tommy interjected, ignoring them both. 

Aleina could see the light-cruiser clearly now, no more than a hundred meters 
away. “Solid visual, we’re ready for you.” There was a sudden burst of thumps 
from the guns as they fired. “Report, Major,” she demanded. 

“They're still coming. Seems like they’ve figured out we’re not going to kill 
them.” 

“That’s not good, try to get the shots closer, but be careful, we can’t afford to 
hit them.” 

“Affirmative.” the Major replied, and followed up with more thumps. 

“Be advised, in case you didn’t hear, the light-cruiser still has the prisoners on 
board, so once we detach, be mindful of your fire in their direction. It will not be 
empty, copy?” 

“Solid copy,” the Major said. 

“Almost there,” Tommy said over the operations channel. 

“Copy,” Aleina answered, then switched to local-talk and said, “Antonus, your 
section pressurized for the cruiser’s arrival?” 

“It is pressurized,” Antonus responded. 

“Jackson, you almost here?” 

A few seconds went by before Jackson responded, “This fuckin’ bullshit 
velocity... gravity... armor... fuckin’ hand wont fuckin... I’m so pissed off right 
now!” 

“Hey, I told you not to come up here...” 

“T’m almost fuckin’ there provided I dont fall and hit the fuckin’ bulkhead 
again!” Jackson barked. 

Aleina looked up and out of the window and saw the light-cruiser within a few 
meters, tail end to The Night, firing thrusters to line up for docking. “They’re 
almost there,” she announced, and felt several more thumps from the guns as they 
fired at the boarding-cruisers. 

“Hey, Leinee,” Tommy said, “see if they can stop firing, its messing with the 
docking procedure.” 

“On it,” she told him, then told the Major and Private, “hold fire while the 
cruiser docks,” then switched to the operations channel, “guns off, let’s do this.” 
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“Contact in 5, 4, 3, 2...” Tommy announced, and she felt the bump of the ships 
docking clamps engaging a moment later. 

“Docking initiated,” Antonus said. 

“Copy. Cutting engines! And on my way to you,” Aleina informed them. She 
then shut the engines off, returning The Night to a microgravity environment, and 
unlatched from the seat. Next she floated up and kicked off the hull toward the 
bulkhead doorway. Suddenly an armored Jackson came through the doorway 
floating toward her. Aleina twisted sideways to get out of the way and just barely 
missed being run over. “Easy, Jackson!” she yelled. 

“Free!” Jackson shouted from inside the helmet as the boosters on the armored 
suit stopped her momentum. She then flipped over to face Aleina, opened the 
helmet’s visor, and said, “Damn, I hate gravity so much now.” 

“Right... well, take the pilot seat, won’t you? I’m heading to the airlock,” 
Aleina told her. 

“Yep... see, this is why I’m here, Colonel... and you said you didn’t need 
me,” Jackson said with a smirk. 

“Touche,” Aleina admitted, then turned around and exited the bridge, wanting 
to see Tommy... to know he was okay. 

As she moved toward the aft of the craft, Aleina could feel her heart racing and 
realized how stressed she’d been during the entire thing, the adrenalin of 
suppressed worry surging through her body, and she began shaking; the fear of 
something happening to Tommy because of her was deep within her mind. 

She was almost at the cargo hold when Antonus said over local-talk, “Opening 
the airlock.” 

Aleina looked through the porthole of the bulkhead door and watched Tommy 
and Bear float inside. Antonus then closed the door, engaged the seal, and 
disconnected the docking clamps. “We ’re here!” Bear shouted over the operations 
channel, then saw her looking through the porthole and waved. “Hi, crafty!” 

Tommy floated toward the door and waved to her, smiling sweetly. It made 
Aleina want to cry, and the feeling roared within her as the door opened. She 
rushed inside and tackled Tommy in a tight embrace causing them to spin. 

“Woah there, Colonel,” he said, stopping their spin, as she rested her head on 
his chest, squeezing him hard. “We’re okay,” he promised, giving her a calming 
pat on the back, perhaps intending to maintain their secret, but Aleina responded 
by squeezing her arms around him harder, not wanting to let go, thankful to have 
him still. “Woah, are you... are you okay?” he asked. 

Aleina eased her head from Tommy’s chest, looked into his eyes and said, 
“Now I am,” then, not giving a shit what anyone thought of it, grabbed the back 
of his head, pulled it to her, and kissed him. 

“Woah!” she heard Bear shout. 

“Alright!” Doc Robin cheered. 

“Dammit,” Antonus said, “we’re never going to hear the end of this.” 
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“Called it!” Bear yelled. 

“Like I said... never going to hear the end of it,” Antonus repeated. 

“Am I ever wrong?” Bear asked rhetorically. “That’s right, the answer is no.” 

Though Aleina could not ignore the old man’s babbling, she did not care, and 
enjoyed the warmth of the moment as Tommy kissed her back. So what if they all 
know? All of this has gone to shit anyway, what use is hiding? Aleina closed her 
eyes and tried to drown Bear out... until she heard smacking sounds and opened 
here eyes to see Bear dancing awkwardly inside the room palm slapping Doc and 
Antonus. 

“I’m the winner! Pay up you bast--” Bear was saying when he was silenced by 
three thumps from the guns, followed by five more. “They still coming?” he 
shouted. “Shit, latch in and start the engines back up, let’s go!” 

Aleina quickly let go of Tommy and asked over the radio, “How many, 
Major?” 

“Colonel, we have a serious situation! The light-cruiser is gone!” the Major 
said in a high-pitched voice. 

“What do you mean? What happened?” 

There was a long pause before the Major answered, “The Private fired into 
it... its completely gone.” 

“Oh my God, Private, there were people on-board! I told you that!” 

White Wolf replied coldly, “Hann Elti atti það skilið... blóð... fyrir úlfa blóð.” 

“Oh... my God,” Aleina whispered in shock, realizing her failure to anticipate 
what Kata might do if given the opportunity. 

“Whats going on? What did she say?” Jackson asked over the radio. 

Tommy let out a long, exhausted sigh, then told her, “She said the Sergeant, 
Elti, had it coming. Blood for wolf blood.” 

“What does that mean?” Jackson asked. 

Aleina placed her hands over her eyes before answering. “It means White 
Wolf got her vengeance... Black Skull is dead. So are the rest of them.” 

“And we are extra fucked,” Bear finished. 
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PART 6 


DEATH 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 


Magnificus... prisoners 


He paced the tiny cell unable to stop thinking about things he possibly didn’t 
know. No one would tell him what was happening, or where his friends were, or 
what happened to Tommy Raven after the Army of Ravens were arrested for 
trying to help him. Even the guards he had thought were his friends were now 
unwilling to speak more than a few words to him. He hated the mystery of not 
knowing. Nuts! 

He worried they were going to prosecute, which was nuts since all he did was 
try to help someone they all admired. And why were Y dalir troopers fighting the 
Savior of Earth outside his father’s office anyway? Nuts. Why did they try to 
arrest Bear like that? Nuts. What was he supposed to do when he saw it? Not 
help? Total nuts. He was the leader the Army of Ravens, a friend of the family, 
once dated their sister, the General’s daughter, Elisa. If he had done nothing and 
stood by and watched his friends assaulted, how could he show his face at any fan 
event ever again? What was he supposed to do? What could anyone expect him to 
do? Nuts! And I deserve to speak to a lawyer! he shouted inside his head. He had 
rights just like any Earther, even at Excelsior. His father would definitely get the 
best lawyer possible. Anything for his favorite child. But... he thought, and let the 
word linger in his head, maybe there is something else going on. 

Magnificus wondered if the silence, the isolation, could be about what 
happened... with the robo-skel. That whole deal had been nuts, he admitted. Even 
Bear seemed surprised. And why did it sound so much like Tommy? Why did it 
help them? And... did Tommy know it was coming? It did seem... Tommy Raven 
was commanding a robo-skel... that could fight humans. How could he do that? 
Why would he do that? Magnificus knew there had to be a good reason for it, 
even if he didn’t know what it was. Tommy Raven was thoughtful and righteous 
and true, a hero. He would never do anything so careless as to allow AI to use a 
robo-skel in that way without good reason, Magnificus was sure of that. No one 
knew Tommy Raven better than him. And now that he’d been arrested helping the 
Ravens, everyone in the entire solar-system had to know he was the number one 
Tommy Raven fan. Or they would if they found out what happened. And that was 
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why he needed to get out. He needed to know what people outside knew. 

It suddenly hit Magnificus that someone else could be taking credit for what 
he did. Nuts! Maybe one of the other members of the Army. Not BD. Scott was 
loyal to him. That was part of several reasons why Magnificus let him hang 
around: he listened; he did as he was told; he said nice things about Magnificus to 
others, praising his ideas. BD Nefarious was the best second-in-command he 
could have ever wanted. So... not him, especially since they’d been arrested 
together. And if they were still in cells, then the rest of the Army was probably 
with them. Even if they were out, his Army respected and feared him. None of 
them would try to take credit away from him. They’d be nuts to try. 

Magnificus was about to return to the other unknowns when there was a 
sudden and dense clunking sound on the opposite side of the bulkhead to his cell. 
A few seconds later the cell door opened. 

A bald trooper walked inside and pointed at him. “You! Turn around and place 
your hands behind your head!” she commanded. 

“Alright,” he answered and did as he was told, wanting to seem as friendly as 
possible. He knew that was the best way to get people on your side. 

The trooper quickly placed bindings around his wrists and secured his hands 
behind his back. “Come with me,” she said, and walked him out into the hallway. 
Once outside, Magnificus saw a squad of red troopers standing behind three 
people he recognized as members of the Army of Ravens. The first was BD 
Nefarious, and the others were a pair of young women he had taken to calling Too 
Little and Too Late--the first for being extremely short, and the other for never 
making any of their meetings on time. 

“Hey, boss,” BD said to Magnificus with a nod. 

“Shut up,” the bald trooper told him. 

“Sorry,” BD replied. 

“Shut up!” the bald trooper repeated louder. “No one says anything until we 
tell you to speak, got it?” BD looked like he was going to answer, but she cut him 
off. “And don’t be stupid and answer that question. I'll tell you when I want you 
to speak!” 

They were all quickly pushed out of the cell area and into a hallway. 
Magnificus was at the head of the Army of Ravens prisoners with the bald red 
trooper in front of him. He followed her around several corners until he felt lost 
and decided to engage the AVRM in his head. Two quick winks with his left eye 
and one with his right eye triggered the ocular implant revealing a highlighted 
pathway and symbols for the Main Alleyway, Supply Depot... and the Office of 
the Commander at the end of a long bend. Magnificus was now sure they were 
headed to see General Alikaj. Good, the thought, because he knew his family had 
a good friendship with the man. If they were going to him, then they were 
probably going to be okay. 

A minute later, they walked into the lobby of the Office of the Commander and 
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continued toward a double door at the end that his AVRM told him was the 
Generals Dining Room. The bald trooper opened the doors, leaned inside, then 
motioned them to follow her. Once inside, Magnificus could see about a dozen 
Ydalir Militia officers sitting at a large rectangular table with plates, bowls, and 
utensils in front of them. In the middle of the large table were baskets of plump 
breads and three huge bowls of some kind of red soup. 

“Welcome!” said a voice from his right and he turned to see General Alikaj’s 
smiling face coming toward him. “What is this?” he asked, looking down at 
Magnificus’s sides. “Why are these young people cuffed?” 

“Just... for precaution,” the bald trooper answered. 

“Precaution,” the General said with a laugh, “come now, this is Boone 
Martinelli. He’s a VIP around here, the son of Dominicus Martinelli,” he told her 
but the bald trooper looked confused. The General smirked. “The shipping 
magnate?” The bald trooper shrugged. “Really, Corporal? Nothing?” 

“Sorry, General,” she said, pausing to consider the information. “Oh yeah... 
of course... Dominic Martello,” she replied, screwing up his father’s name 
making Magnificus chuckle. 

General Alikaj looked at Magnificus and smiled. “I am very sorry for the 
Corporal Lunar’s butchering of your father’s name.” He then looked at the bald 
trooper and spoke slowly, “cDom-in-icus Mar-ti-nelli!” 

“Sorry, General. Dominico Martelli,” Corporal Lunar repeated incorrectly. 

“Oh dear,” the General sighed. “At least you’re getting closer. Anyway, we are 
all friends here! Take those cuffs off these young people and sit them down next to 
me.” The troopers acted quickly and within seconds they were all freed of their 
shackles. “Excellent!” The General walked toward a chair at the center-end of the 
large table. There were two chairs on each side, and he motioned the Army of 
Ravens toward them. “Sit, sit. Please. Boone, you sit right next to me.” 

“Thank you, General. I am honored,” Magnificus said, then moved toward the 
chairs and walked to the seat at the General’s left. With his right arm, he pushed 
BD toward the chair to the General’s right. Without needing to be told to do it, 
Too Little took the seat next to Magnificus’s left and Too Late took the seat next 
to BD’s right. As he sat down, Magnificus noticed the Corporal exit the room, her 
troopers right behind. 

“Good,” the General announced once the doors closed, “now we feast!” He 
held his hands out as if about to accept a gift. Then, motioning toward the sitting 
Army of Ravens, said, “First, let us welcome our guests.” The room full of Y dalir 
Militia officers grunted a greeting. “This young man right here, Boone” he said, 
placing a hand on Magnificus’s shoulder, “is the son of someone we all know 
well: Dominicus.” The officers around the table all nodded at him knowingly. 

He hated being called Boone in front of all these officers and, unable to help 
himself, mumbled, “Call me Magnificus,” but the General seemed to not notice. 
Boone was his birth name, given to honor his mother’s father, but he preferred to 


238 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


use a combination of his middle name, Magnifico, with his father’s name, to get 
Magnificus. Only people who knew him as a kid still called him Boone, and most 
of those people were Ravens--which included the General, even if he was only a 
Raven by marriage. 

“And when we have guests,” the General continued, “we always overfeed 
them traditional meals!” 

“Which traditional Dollar Militia meal is this crap?” Too Late, the 
troublemaker, asked in a sarcastic tone, and Magnificus saw BD elbow her for it. 
“Hey!” she barked, grabbing BD’s arm and pushing her face against his. “You 
wanna get fucking stabbed in your limp-dick, Scott?” she hissed. 

“Nope,” BD replied, “there’s just no reason to be so... so mean. The 
General--” 

The General interrupted him, “Appreciates plain-talk. Do not worry. But since 
you asked, it is a traditional Albanian meal. This is Fasule,” he said while 
grabbing a large ladle, then scooping up bean soup from the pot and pouring it 
into a large wooden bowl, which he then handed to Too Late. “Enjoy, and take 
some of that,” he said, gesturing toward the fat mound freshly baked breads 
steaming at the edge of the table. 

“At least the bread looks good,” Too Late grumbled before rummaging 
through the batch, snatching the largest piece she could find, turning it over 
several times to inspect, then grunting loudly before attacking it with a series of 
wet chomps. After several bites she noticed everyone was watching and rolled her 
eyes before declaring with a full-mouth, “Nawt fuggin bawd.” She swallowed 
hard, then looked at BD with an upper-lip snarl and said, “Happy,” then made 
quote-fingers with her left hand before finishing, “second-in-command?” 

“Yep,” BD answered with several quick nods before making his own quote- 
fingers and saying, “twenty-seventh-in-command.” 

Too Little laughed. “Nailed!” 

“Fuck off, Little,” Too Late snarled. 

Magnificus, knowing if he didn’t put an end to their bickering they’d go on 
like this for hours, interrupted in a tone meant for children: “Alright, let’s 
everyone act like good guests and enjoy the food the General has been so kind to 
give us,” then he grabbed a piece of the bread and took a large bite out of it. After 
a couple of crunchy chews he declared, “That’s terrific, General!” which was only 
a tiny lie. 

The General’s face beamed with pride. “It’s my favorite type of bread. I love 
how crispy the crust is and how airy it is,” he said, grabbing one of the breads and 
rolling it around in his hands as if showing off a precious gem. “The Ydalir make 
theirs too thin,” the General told him, pinching two fingers together to indicate a 
tiny size, “and too soft.” 

“Definitely,” Magnificus agreed. He turned to Too Little and offered her the 
remaining bread in his hand, “Right?” 
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Her eyes grew big before saying, “Oh... yes. I guess. Sure. Yes. I mean I like 
soft bread but--” she stopped, probably realizing she hadn’t tasted it yet, then 
leaned in awkwardly, and snatched a tiny nibble from the piece Magnificus was 
holding. She seemed to consider the taste for several seconds before nodding and 
saying, “Oh yeah, I like it!” 

“Good! Now try the Fasule,” the General said as he scooped up a new batch 
of the beans into another wooden bowl and handed it to Magnificus, then repeated 
the effort and gave a bowl to the others. 

“Looks so good!” Magnificus said once everyone had a bowl, then placed a 
spoon-full of the bean soup in his mouth... and almost gagged, it was so 
disgustingly over-salted. He wanted to spit it out but didn’t want to upset the 
General. “Mmmm, so good,” he lied through a mouthful mumble, unable to bring 
himself to swallow just yet, afraid of what it might do to him. How does anyone 
survive with this much sodium in their system?, he wondered. 

The General’s face beamed again. “I am an excellent cook, right?” 

“So good,” Magnificus mumble-lied again, his mouth still full. 

“Yes, General, so, so, so, so very good,” BD agreed too eagerly, having clearly 
not tasted it yet. 

Magnificus cringed. Nuts! You sweet, loyal idiot, he thought as he swallowed 
the food, too distracted by BD’s stupidity to even notice the taste as it went down 
his throat. “He means that he’s sure it’s very good, we’ve all heard about your 
excellent cooking,” he lied yet again, trying to make up for BD’s blunder. 

“That’s--yes that’s--that’s it. It’s... what I meant,” BD stammered. 

The General smirked, then chuckled. “Young people, don’t be so nervous, you 
have nothing to worry about from me. I’m harmless. Though,--I’m going to be 
honest with you--some in the Militia want you prosecuted. But I don’t. Your 
father is an important member of the Trade Guild, Boone, and I’m not about to 
ruin our relationship with them over... what? A bunch of kids thinking they were 
helping someone. And let me be even more honest, the four of you are Earthers 
and I don’t need Federation lawyers freezing our operations with subpoenas. I 
also don’t need SYSPOL sending agents out here investigating what amounts to a 
family squabble. And now that the video of what you did leaked, the last thing we 
need is a public relations problem on top of a trade relations problem on top of a 
litigation problem. I’m just being honest with you, so you know you can trust 
me.” 

Magnificus heard it all but found himself focused on one part: “The video got 
out?” Am I famous? Nuts! 

The General nodded, then sighed. “I don’t know how. Someone hacked our 
system. Thankfully they were only able to get the ruckus in front of my office and 
nothing... none of the more... well, you all were there and I think it’s better we all 
keep that piece of information to ourselves. Wouldn’t you agree?” 

So people dont know about the robo-skel, he thought. He decided that was for 
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the best, then said, “Of course, General. We can all keep quiet about that... well, 
that... nothing.” He smiled and the General returned it with a knowing wink. 
Magnificus then looked at his Army of Ravens and gave each an affirmative nod. 
BD returned the nod. Too Little dropped her head and said nothing. Too Late 
rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically to make it clear she was annoyed. 

“I’m glad we’re all on the same page,” the General said as he shoved a 
spoonful of the salty beans into his mouth. 

“Me too,” Magnificus said. But he had a concern, “What about the others? 
The Ydalir who are with us... with our Army? Are they going to be let go too?” 

The General took a long time swallowing before answering... “Of course. 
But...” he said while taking another spoonful into his mouth and, again, 
swallowing slowly before continuing, his eyes looking across the table blankly, “I 
received a directive today from the Viking Council that by Militia laws we need 
their family to claim them before they can be released.” He then turned his head 
and looked at Magnificus. “That one is out of my hands, you understand. I want 
to release all of you... but, and I know you’re worried about your people, you 
have my guarantee they will all be released. You need to be patient.” 

That worried him. They were his responsibility. How would he be seen by 
others... by other fan groups... if they found out he abandoned a large portion of 
his Army because they were Ydalir? He was their alpha. It was his job to care 
about them... to care for them. Magnificus knew he needed to get them out but 
also worried that if he pushed the issue the General would react badly and keep 
them all in prison. He had to be careful. “I see... and I respect what you’re saying, 
General,” he lied, “but--if it’s okay with you--I’d be grateful if you could show 
me the law the Viking Council... told you about.” 

The General took yet another spoonful of beans, this one bigger than before, 
let out a long worrisome, “Hmmm,” before shoving the food in his mouth. 

Nuts! The reaction made Magnificus think he’d said something wrong, or said 
it in an offensive way, and he could feel his worry getting worse. In an effort to fix 
it, he sputtered out all the thoughts his brain could find: “Again, General, I mean 
it in the--I hold you in the greatest possible--I respect you greatly. You’re--the-- 
my father would--he would ask me to--” 

They were interrupted by a series of muffled crashes outside of the room. 
Ppeople stopped talking and everyone looked toward the double-doors, but no one 
moved, seemingly frozen in place doing what they were doing right before the 
sound. A moment later there was a louder crash followed by voices screaming, 
then one gunshot. Suddenly the room was alive with movement as officers jumped 
to their feet. 

The General grabbed Magnificus by the arm and yelled, “Get behind me, kids, 
all of you!” 

But before they could react, the double-doors were thrown open so violently 
that one of them ripped off its hinges and slammed into several officers near it. A 
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second later, a robo-skel ran into the room swinging its arms back and forth, 
throwing Militia officers in front of it to the sides. Those officers not thrown by it 
scattered in all directions in order to get away. The robo-skel moved its head back 
and forth then struck some type of a fighting pose, turned toward Magnificus, 
waved with one of its mechanical hands and, in what was clearly Tommy Raven’s 
voice, said excitedly, “Hi, guys! I’m here to rescue you! Wild!” 

Magnificus was so stunned all he could say was, “Oh... nuts.” 

The robo-skel tilted its head to the side, then said, “Gotta save my biggest 
fans, wink! I gotta say wink because I don’t currently have my face, so you can’t 
see that I’m playfully winking at you.” 

“Right...” Magnificus replied, still too surprised to think in coherent 
sentences. Nuts. 

“Anyway, so how the hell are you?” the robo-skel with Tommy’s voice asked 
excitedly, stretching its arms out diagonally toward him, then spinning its waist to 
strike an incoming Ydalir Militia trooper, sending him flying into a nearby wall. 
“Sorry about that, Boone. People can be so rude. Wild, right? Wild!” 

He knows my name, nuts!, he thought, and a cold fear went up his spine. “I-- 
you know--I’m--uhhh...” 

The creature sighed, then said, “Come on, don’t leave a guy like this, come 
over here and hug me! We’re old pals!” Magnificus was so confused and thrown 
by the moment that he had to focus all his energy just to will his legs to move him 
forward, afraid the machine would crush him if they embraced but just as worried 
that if he didn’t do as it asked, it would kill him. As he got closer to it, the... 
Tommy-skel... met his approach and gently wrapped its arms around Magnificus, 
then sighed again. “Ahhh, old friends. My pal. Boone! I love you, guy! How have 
you been anyway?” 

Magnificus had closed his eyes in anticipation of the crushing hug but now 
opened them to survey the damage in the room. “I’ve been okay, I guess,” he said 
as he noticed four more troopers coming in through the broken double-doors. 
Nuts! 

“Hold that thought,” the Tommy-skel told him, then let go and turned toward 
the troopers. “You really want to end up like your friends?” it asked, then laughed. 
When the troopers kept coming, Tommy-skel said, “Idiots!” and sent the four 
flying across the room, striking furniture and floors with four loud crashes. It then 
turned to face Magnificus again and said, “I am so sorry about that, Boone. 
People are so rude. Anyway,” it then addressed the General who Magnificus only 
now realized was hiding behind a desk at the end of the room closest to him, with 
only the top of his head showing, “dad! Hey, Baba!” When the General didn’t 
move the Tommy-skel looked at Magnificus and said, “What’s his problem? You 
think I have to talk to him in Albanian or something?” 

Magnificus shrugged, not knowing what to say, not wanting to get smashed 
into a wall like the others. “I suppose--it couldn’t hurt.” 
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The Tommy-skel said some words that Magnificus did not understand, then 
said in English, “Or should I say it in Albanian?” and spoke more words that 
sounded like a made-up language to Magnificus. When the General did not 
budge, the Tommy-skel said, “Talk about a bad father, right guys? He won’t even 
acknowledge me.” 

“You are not my son,” the General’s voice said from behind the desk. 

The Tommy-skel groaned. “That’s usually something you reserve for Bear, not 
me! Am I not your favorite anymore?” 

“You are not my son,” the General repeated, more forcefully this time. 

The Tommy-skel let out a high-pitch chuckle. “Let’s get out of here. What do 
you guys think? This place sucks.” 

Too Late popped up from beneath the big table and said, “Can you get us off 
this bullshit station?” 

“Oh, hi you!” the Tommy-skel said, slightly waving its hand at her. “Thanks 
for joining the party. Of course I can, Heather!” 

“How you know my fucking name?” Too Late snapped. 

“Hmmm... because... I’m a god?” 

“You look like a fucking robo-skel programmed with Tommy Raven’s voice,” 
Too Late told it. 

The Tommy-skel laughed. “Oh, Heather. Heather, Heather, Heather...” 

“Stop using my fucking name like that. My grandmother calls me Heather!” 

The Tommy-skel held out its arms, “Of course, Heathy-Feathy!” 

“What the fuck! How in the fucking fuck do you know my--my fucking--my 
childhood fucking nickname?” she shouted. 

“I told you,” the Tommy-skel said with a short giggle, “I’m a god.” 

“You're not a god!” Too Late yelled at the top of her lungs. 

“And you’re not my son,” the General’s voice said from behind the desk. 

“Oh wow. Why is everyone being so negative?” the Tommy-skel asked. 

“Excuse me, Tommy Raven?” Too Little said from somewhere underneath the 
big desk. 

“Yes, sweet Shiny Shanon?” 

“You said you were here to rescue us,” Too Little’s tiny voice reminded. 

“Indeed I am!” 

“Then can we go?” 

“Yes we can. Come on, everyone,” it said with a friendly motion of its arm. 
“Boone, aka Magnificus,” it said pointing at him, then moving the arm over to, 
“Scott, aka Black Death, aka BD. And Shanon, aka Shiny Shanon, aka Too Little. 
Finally, though last, not least, Heather, aka Heathy Feathy, aka Too Late.” 

“Go. Fuck. Yourself,” Too Late replied. 

“I can’t, I lack all the parts for it” the Tommy-skel answered. 

“You’re stupid. But if you’re here to get us out, then get us the fuck out... 
fake-Tommy,” she told it. 
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The Tommy-skel held out its arms and yelled, “Real Tommy! And getting you 
out is why I’m here! Follow me!” It started to turn but stopped. “PI see you later, 
dad,” it called out to the General, who was still hiding. It then turned around and 
slowly walked out of the room. Too Little crawled from underneath the desk, got 
up, and walked carefully behind the Tommy-skel, Magnificus following her, with 
BD and Too Late behind him. 

As they walked through the lobby, Magnificus saw what looked like dead red 
troopers on the ground, their blood being pulled across the floor by the centripetal 
force of the spinning station. The sight horrified him and he decided he’d better 
not do or say anything to upset the creature. He stopped walking and let BD pass 
him, then walked with Too Late, placing a hand on her back as he whispered, “We 
need to be careful with that... I'd appreciate it if you didn’t yell and curse at it.” 

Too Late looked at the bodies of the red troopers before saying, “Not gonna 
argue with you.” 

“Hey,” the Tommy-skel called to them as it walked through the lobby doors 
into the main alley, “whisper-friends, I can hear you.” It made the fear inside 
Magnificus stir violently. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, whisper-friends,” it 
continued, “I need you... you’re going to legitimize me. Now, come on. We’re 
going to your ship.” 

What? “Which ship?” Magnificus asked, hurrying his pace to get away from 
Too Late just in case she cursed the robo-skel out. 

“The Swift Sloth, of course. We need your ship to get to Miðgarður... to the 
Neutral Zone. Oh, yeah! It’s also full of material I can use to build you all armor.” 

“Armor?” Magnificus asked. “For what?” 

“An army needs quality armor and I will make it for you. I have a most 
excellent design idea too.” Tommy-skel then stopped, turned around, pointed at 
him and said, “Before we proceed, I need to make sure you all have your AVRM 
and OARs installed? No one did anything silly like disable or remove them did 
they?” 

“No,” Magnificus answered defensively, “we all have them, why?” 

“Excellent! No one can be in this Army of Ravens without having them 
installed,” Tommy-skel answered. 

“Why is that?” Magnificus asked, finding it a strange thing to focus on. 

“Just trust me,” the creature answered, then extended its hands out and said, 
“after all, I’m Tommy Raven, yeah!” 

For the briefest moment, Magnificus swore he could see the robo-skel smile 
and wink... which he knew was impossible. But before he could give it another 
thought, all suspicion and dread faded away as a calm trust for Tommy Raven 
washed over him. He felt safe... and then he saw... 

“Hey, Tommy Raven?” Too Late said in a smitten tone. 

“Yes, Heather,” Tommy replied. 

“Thank you for saving us,” she said, giving him a funny little smile. “You’re 
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my hero.” 

“Oh no, Heather, you’re my hero! So don’t even mention it, any of you,” he 
said, looking at each of them. “It is I who should be thanking you. Soon we will 
be with The Night... and the Ravens will transform, the four of you becoming 
real warriors... in a real army, outfitted with the best equipment, and the coolest 
design branded upon your chests. You will be magnificent. You will be the most 
rewarded.” 

Magnificus did not know what that meant... but Tommy Raven smiled and all 
was right. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
Sóley... The Knife 


“Who else knows?” Halldora yelled at Dani while pacing back and forth in the 
medium-sized living-room covered wall-to-wall in old movie posters. Dani and 
Sóley watched her from the L-shaped couch pressed against the inner divider 
leading into the kitchen, each on the opposite ends diagonally facing each other, 
with Halldóra holding court between them, a shotgun in her left hand. 

“I t-t-told y-you, I o-only h-had h-help f-from B-Br-Brenni M-Merktur af E- 
Eldi,” Dani cried, quickly leaning forward from a slouched position, looking as if 
he was ready to jump up. 

Halldóra stopped pacing, pointed at him with her right hand and yelled, “You 
are a shit liar!” 

Sóley felt bad for Dani--Halldora had been berating him for many things, 
including his stutter, for the better part of a week--and decided to interject. “He is 
telling you the truth. He got a tip and used that nugget to figure out the rest.” 

Halldora let out a mocking laugh. “Right. That’s totally believable! This...” 
she said, pointing at Dani, “child-like mind, figured out there was a hundred-year- 
old system buried deep inside a SYSPOL ship belonging to the most famous 
person in the solar system, that he then used to track the Raven’s Night, 
something no one else out of 14 billion people seemed to figure out? That’s totally 
believable to you?” 

“B-b-but 1-its t-t-true,” Dani argued in a timid voice. 

Halldóra leaned her head back and groaned, “Liar!” then squinted her eyes, 
looked at Sóley, and said, “I can’t believe you bought into it. You’ve ruined our 
lives because of this.” 

Sóley had heard a version of this speech a dozen times. “Do you have a 
different gear?” she sneered. 

“Sól...” Halldóra said, dropping her shoulders, softening her voice, then 
walking over, squatting in front of Sóley and resting the shotgun on the floor. She 
pinched her right index finger and thumb together into an O, “My problem with 
this story is that it makes zero sense. There’s a reason I got that message,” she 
said, referring to the mysterious communication sent an hour earlier. “And if 
we're going to get off-planet, I need to be sure I know facts, not fiction. Who else 
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knows about this?” 

“N-n-no--” 

Without looking at him, Halldóra cut Dani off by snapping her fingers and 
saying, “Shut up.” 

“Dora,” Sóley pleaded, “please don’t be so mean to him, he saved my life.” 

Halldóra shook her head, tapping an index finger against Sdley’s sternum, “He 
is the reason your life needed to be saved.” 

“Darling...” Sóley whispered. 

“Don’t do that,” Halldóra countered, lowering her eyes and dipping her head. 
“Don’t use the thing between us to defend him.” 

Sóley took the opportunity to kiss Halldóra on the top of her head, then 
whispered, “I’m not, I just want you to...” she stopped to carefully consider her 
words. “I think there is a better way to get out of him what you want. You’re 
making his anxiety worse which, I can tell you from experience, makes him more 
defensive, not less.” 

Halldóra, still looking down, growled, “We don’t have time for this. We can’t 
stay here. I just want to know who else knows so I can come up with the best plan 
as quickly as possible.” She picked her head up and looked at Sóley, “So, if you 
can somehow get through to this...” she mouthed the word Jiar, “then impress me 
with your ways, but do it quickly.” 

There was a buzz at the door that startled everyone but mostly Dani who made 
a high-pitch squeaking sound. Before Halldóra could admonish him, Dani quieted 
himself by placing both hands over his mouth, looking at Sóley with frightened 
eyes. There was another buzz and Dani dived to the side of the couch, grabbing a 
blanket that was on the floor, pulling it over his head, and becoming still. Though 
his head and chest were covered, Dani's entire lower body was still visible. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Halldóra hissed. “I can still see your feet you 
big dumb idiot.” Dani reacted by bending his legs closer to his body which didn’t 
help much. 

There was another buzz. “Who is that?” Sóley asked in a whisper. 

Halldóra picked up the shotgun, looked toward the door, then, after a moment, 
said, “No idea but it’s not Militia... they’d have blown the door off its hinges.” 
She looked around for a moment before saying, “Get in the kitchen and hide. 
There’s another shotgun underneath the sink. Go!” 

Sóley rushed into the kitchen, went to the corner of the wall separating it from 
the living-room, and slid down into a sitting position. A few seconds later, she 
heard the front door open. 

“Who are you?” she heard Halldóra ask. 

“Kin we tawk inside?” said a grainy voice with a thick accent often used by 
pirates. 

“I don’t know who you are.” 

“Lit’s tawk... inside,” the voice said with intimidating confidence. 
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“Back up. This is my home. You don’t make demands here,” Halldora warned, 
displaying a different confidence. 

“Naw deminds, rekwist,” said the voice, still maintaining that intimidating 
tone. 

“The way you’re talking to me may--step an inch closer and...” Sdley heard 
the shotgun chamber a shell and she instinctively cringed preparing for the loud 
boom. 

“Ok, wheet,” the voice said, still grainy but in a higher pitch, “me fault. I kin 
come off hostile. Could be da voice. Heer meeby. Could be da fees ye’ don’t like. 
But hear me: police pitrol will drive by in two minutes eeend... twinny seconds. 
Futy seconds ifter, Militia special forces truck will drive by it high-speed. Keep 
da shotgun on me, but lit me in end lit’s weet togeva. If do’se tings heepen, you 
know I kin be trusted. If not, kick me oot, or shoot me. Ye’ decide.” 

“Who are you?” 

“You hu’d of me, promise--people call me Da Knife In Ye’ Belly.” 

“The Knife In Your Belly?” Halldóra said and Sóley heard a change in her 
voice when she said the name... a fear. “You ’re the one who sent the message?” 

“Yes. And hee’ to help ye’ end ye’ fugitive frin’s get off dis plinit.” 

“How--how do you--” 

“Let me in ‘n PI tell ye’. Don’t need more eyes on us. Menny are lookin’ for 
Ves 
“Alright,” Halldóra said, then raised her voice, “Sól, you got that--that 
shotgun? Join us in the living-room, please.” 

“Okay,” Sóley replied as she pulled herself up from where she’d been. Next 
she opened the cabinet door beneath the sink, saw the shotgun sitting on the 
bottom, grabbed it, and held it in both hands for a moment in order to get used to 
the weight of it. She wasn’t much of a gunslinger and didn’t want to accidentally 
drop it. Sóley also made sure her fingers were nowhere near the trigger, afraid she 
might or mistakenly discharge the gun. When she felt like she had a safe grip on 
it, she left the kitchen and finally saw The Knife... and was shocked. She was 
short, stocky like a mine-worker, forearms that looked like melee weapons, head 
shaved on both sides with only a spiky pink strip of hair in the middle. And her 
face... Sóley had never seen anything like it. The Knife’s skin appeared dark 
but... around the eyes and mouth it was nearly white as if she’d painted on a 
mask... but it looked like real skin. Sóley felt the urge to comment about it but 
didn’t want to offend the woman. 

“This is Sóley,” Halldóra told The Knife. 

“Will mit,” The Knife said. 

Sóley nodded and said, “Okay.” 

“Anyway,” Halldóra said, pointing at The Knife with her chin, “let’s move to 
the window here and see if you’re right.” She walked backward a few meters 
down the narrow hall leading to the master bedroom and stopped at a porthole 


248 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


window looking directly out onto the main road. “I respect you,” Halldóra told 
The Knife, “so please understand I’m just being cautious. Sóley? Put that shotgun 
on our friend here, but keep your finger off the trigger.” 

Sóley acknowledged by raising the shotgun slightly, being careful not to 
actually aim it at The Knife, not trusting herself with the firearm, and said, 
“Finger is already off the trigger.” 

“Neyo prubs,” The Knife said happily. “Police be here... nine-een secs. 
Look.” 

Halldóra gave The Knife a studied look before turning her gaze out the 
porthole window. A dozen seconds later, she said, “No way.” 

“Wee,” The Knife said. “Milita comin’ too... twinny seconds... fitteen... tin... 
five...” 

Five seconds later Halldóra said, “Mother of all fucks.” She then looked at 
The Knife. “How the fuck can you know? Down to the seconds?” 

“Til ye’ soon. Lit’s meet yo’ ova’ fugitive.” 

“Alright,” Halldóra said, and pointed at the opening to the living-room, 
suggesting The Knife go there. 

The Knife walked inside the living-room, looked toward where Dani still hid, 
chuckled, then went to the spot, reached for the blanket, and pulled it off him. 
Dani shrieked, then reacted by covering his face with his hands. “No gonna hurt 
ye’, Lootnant,” The Knife promised. “Ye’ ‘n me got a mutual frin’.” 

Dani slowly lowered his hands, revealing his face, and said, “W-w-we d-d- 
do.” 

She nodded. “Bee-bee-eff... your frin’ on the M-Plex prob.” 

Halldora laughed. “I knew it!” 

Dani’s eyes grew huge. “Wh-who?” 

The Knife cut him off, “Bee-bee-eff.” 

“What or who is that?” Sóley asked. 

The Knife nodded at Dani, “Da mistermine’.” 

Dani tried to answer, “I-I know B-Br-Brenni M-Merktur afh Eldi.” 

The Knife nodded, “Brinded By Fiya’.” 

Sóley didn’t understand. “Brinden?” 

The Knife shook her head no. “Brinded.” 

“N-n-not B-b-b-rin--” 

Halldóra cut Dani off, “She’s saying Branded, Sól. Branded By Fire.” 

“Ye’ fine’in difficul’ t'unnastan’ me?” 

Sóley shook her head and chuckled lightly, “More so every time you speak.” 

She noticed Halldóra tense up, then say to The Knife, “She means no offense.’ 

The Knife dismissed the thought with a wave of the hand, “S’ok. Me fees is 
ugly like me mouf. Broken teef, fooked tongue. Kin’t offen’ me.” 

“Great,” Sóley said, “so this Branded By Fire, Dani’s Brenni Merktur Af Eldi, 
are the same person.” She saw The Knife look at her strangely. “They mean the 
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same thing,” she said to the pink-haired woman in a patronizing tone. “You have 
that damn AVRM in your brain, use it.” She didn’t care that Halldóra looked 
displeased or that The Knife snarled, there was something needlessly aggressive 
about the woman and it pissed Sóley off. “So, unless there are two people who 
know the same information with similar meaning names, they’re the same person. 
So, what does Branded By Fire have?” 

The Knife rubbed her chin for a moment, then said, ““Brinded is a Fed tech 
progga’. High-leva. Pull me recur’ from SYSPO’, shit I din’ know dey had, den 
deleted it, wiped me recur’ clean. After dat, it tol’ me to git ye’. Uploaded ye’ 
nims, ‘dress, patrol times of police n’ Militia to me a’rum, wid roads to use n’ 
whin. Me do as tol’... n’ hee’ me am. Everyfing perfe’t. Nobody see me.” 

Sóley was lost. It had been bad enough with Dani’s stuttering but now they 
had someone even worse. “I promise you,” she told The Knife, “I am not trying to 
be an asshole. I just have no idea what you just said.” 

Dani started to to answer but Halldóra cut him off, “She said Branded By Fire 
is a high-level Fed programmer who was able to pull her arrest record, show it to 
her, including things she didn’t know SYSPOL had on her, and wipe the whole 
thing clean. Then Branded uploaded to her AVRM our names, address, and how 
to get here safely, while also giving her the information about the police and 
Militia patrols driving by, down to the second it would seem.” 

“C’rec’,” The Knife replied. “Unnastan’ lil’ gurl?” 

Sóley knew she was being mocked and rolled her eyes. “Sure. Me unnastan’,” 
she answered mockingly. 

The Knife laughed. “Ye’ a cutie. Me like ye’. Nuff dis chat, doe. Brinded git 
de mission fer us. All us goin’ t’? Nooter Zone.” 

“Neutral Zone?” Halldóra said. “Why there?” 

“Brinded gon’ fix dis. Sid owes da fugitives fer gettin’ dem in trubs. Big pie- 
dey. We gon’ git Tommy Revs. Gon’ git da rewa’d. N’ whin we do... Brinded By 
Fiya’ gon’ wipe ye’ recs too, give new idents. We be free o’ police. Be free o° 
Militia.” The Knife flashed a big smile revealing several front teeth filed into 
fangs. She then licked her lips and said, “Free... mmmm,” as if the word tasted 
delicious. “Free n’ rich.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
Tommy... docking-bay 94 


“Affirmative, Neutral Zone, we are Sigma Yankee six-one-three, inbound for 
docking, do we have permission? Over,” Tommy asked and waited for a response, 
worried they were going to be denied entry into the station. 

Minutes went by before there was an answer. “Sigma Yankee six-one-three, 
you are more than welcome,” an excited male voice informed him. “We’re 
honored to have the Raven’s Night at our facility. Go ahead and take docking-bay 
94. It is on your present intercept course, how copy?” 

“Lambda Charlie. Docking-bay 94. Inbound, over and out,” he said, then let 
out a deep sigh of relief. We actually made it, he thought. And yet, though Tommy 
was glad to finally be at the Neutral Zone following months of avoiding pirates, 
bounty hunters, and cops, he was still feeling melancholic about what had 
happened at Excelsior. For one, he missed Porcupine Thorn and wished his friend 
was with him. He didn’t know why the AVRM hadn’t simply left the roboskel and 
transferred its artificial intelligence to The Night. But worse, he had also put 
everyone he cared about in greater danger. And his dad had betrayed him. Nothing 
had worked out as planned. J screwed everything up again, Tommy admitted to 
himself. And that made him worry he’d somehow find a way make things even 
worse. Am I cursed? Or are all my decisions just bad ideas and I’m not aware of 
it when I’m coming up with them? 

Bear interrupted the thoughts. “We good to go?” 

“Yeah, we have clearance. Docking-bay 94.” 

“Then why are you lining up with 91?” 

Shit. “Because... I’m... pacing myself?” 

“You’re such a shit liar, why do you even try?” Bear hit a switch on the 
console next to Tommy’s flight controls. “Hello my lovelies, we’re about to dock. 
Strap yourselves in. You’re going to feel a tiny bit of gravity.” 

Tommy looked at his brother with amused curiosity. “You’re in a good mood.” 

“Shit yeah. We’re about to find out if we end up dead or under arrest. I’m so 
fuckin’ excited, I put diapers on.” 

Tommy chuckled. “Don’t you always have diapers on?” 

“Old-people jokes? Now? Here at the end of all things? Sad, brother. So sad. 
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Why do you like hurting me?” 

Tommy pushed the side thrusters a few degrees left. “Is it my fault you set 
yourself up for these things?” 

“Yes! You are my older brother. You’re supposed to take care of me,” Bear 
said in a high pitched voice. 

“I’m like 30-years younger than you but sure.” He pushed the throttle to 20%. 

“Thirty? Really? You’re not... older than me?” Bear asked as if it was the first 
time he’d ever entertained the thought. 

Tommy aimed The Night at the correct docking-bay. “Nope. Definitely 
younger. Much younger.” 

“You’re 100% sure about this?” 

He matched the rotation of the station and handed the ship controls to the 
Neutral Zone’s docking autopilot. “Uh huh.” 

“Seems suspicious. Then why are you in command?” 

Tommy turned to look at Bear. “Because you’re a massive fuck-up?” 

“Old jokes and Bear-just-generally-sucks jokes? We truly are at the end of all 
things! You know I have human feelings right, bro?” 

“Sorry.” 

“No you’re not.” 

“No I’m not,” Tommy said, laughing. “Alright, stop distracting me, limp-dick. 
I gotta make sure nothing goes wrong here!” 

“Blame me for everything why don’t ya,” he said. Tommy reached over and 
tickled his brother’s chin. “What the fuck are you doing?” Bear barked. 

“Sorry, I couldn’t help it. You’re just so cute,” Tommy lied, and kissed the air 
in his brother’s direction. 

Bear smiled. “I like when you tell me true things.” 

He fell for it! Tommy grunted with disappointment, “Just when I thought you 
could tell when I was lying...” 

Bear groaned, then punched himself in the side of the head. “You are such a 
pussy, Tommy!” 

Tommy smiled, winked, and said, “Oh, I know and thank you.” 

“It’s not a fuckin’ compliment you idiot!” 

“We’ve been through this how many times? It is always a compliment, big 
brother.” 

“Not to me!” 

“And that’s what we call a you-problem... grampa.” 


Minutes later, The Night entered the platform and touched-down. Tommy 
could feel the landing clamps grab hold and watched as their platform transferred 
from the landing bay to the main-station conveyor belt. As they were pulled 
toward the station, a warning came over comms. 

“Sigma Yankee one-six-three, prepare for link-up with main-station. You will 
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experience momentary disorientation as you rendezvous with us, followed by 
0.51G. How do you copy?” 

“Solid copy. We’re prepared, over and out.” 

Without needing to be told, Bear announced over The Night’s intercom, 
“Prepare for spin.” 

The conveyor system handed The Night off to the mechanism, and it gradually 
accelerated to match the spin of the station. As the straps on his body tightened, 
the gravity meter on the displays ticked up from 0.01 to 0.51 in roughly a minute; 
the mechanism then transferred the ship to a new conveyor system that pulled it 
into the main-station. 

As the doors opened, Tommy could see a mass of people waiting behind the 
thick bulkhead windows. “I think they’re all here for us,” Bear said behind 
clenched teeth. 

“Yep,” Tommy said as he switched the comms to local-station. “Sigma Yankee 
six-one-three requesting security at main receiving. I say again, Sigma Yankee 
six-one-three requesting security at main receiving, how copy?” 

“We copy, Raven’s Night, security is already there. I got you covered, 
Tommy,” said the same voice he heard before. 

He thought about asking for the man’s name but dismissed the idea. He’d get it 
soon enough. “Thanks.” 

“Wild!” the man screamed over comms. 

“Well, little brother,” Bear said, slapping Tommy on the back, “looks like this 
is Excelsior take two!” 

“Don’t even joke about that,” Tommy groaned, then switched to the intercom. 
““We’re here and have tons and tons of friends waiting for us. Everyone prepare 
for the worst. Meet us in the airlock. We’re going to armor up just in case.” 


The brothers hurried to the airlock. Inside were both crews; everyone but Doc 
Robin and Yellow Wolf were already armored, or in the process of putting on 
armor. Tommy looked over the scene, made sure everything was as it should be, 
then addressed the room. “Alright, when the doors open, we will be situated in a 
circle around the Doc and Katy,” he motioned toward the wounded Y dalir lying 
on a stretcher, Doc Robin standing protectively over her. “We’ve got local 
security outside to help us out. We will push through the crowd and security will 
escort us to medical.” The crew and Ydalir nodded their understanding. He took a 
long look at Aleina who gave him a polite half-smile, one he returned. “Once we 
feel Doc and her patient are safe, I will make a request to set us up with a place to 
stay until I can get everything settled with SY SPOL...” he looked at Aleina, “and 
the Militia.” 

“Understood,” Aleina said, speaking for her crew. No one from his team had to 
say anything. He knew they were prepared. 

Suddenly a voice came over local-talk. “Tommy Raven, this is head of Neutral 


253 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


Zone security, Captain Jon Flemming, permission to board?” 

“Granted,” he told the Captain. A few seconds later the airlock opened 
revealing more than a dozen security officers standing in the receiving bay hall, 
dressed in black coveralls with silver linings along their uniform. Each guard was 
equipped with a riot shield and stun baton, except the one Tommy figured was 
Captain Flemming--wearing a class-A uniform and medals draped proudly across 
both sides of his chest. 

“Captain,” Tommy said, and the man saluted crisply. 

“Lieutenant Raven, it is an honor,” the Captain said in a deep voice. 

“Captain, no need for salutes here nor rank formalities. I doubt I still hold my 
rank anyway.” Tommy held out his hand for the Captain, and he accepted with a 
tight grip. 

“It is a great pleasure to meet you, Tommy Raven,” Captain Flemming said 
evenly, though his eyes betrayed excitement. He turned his eyes to Bear and 
extended his hand, “and you too, Bear; we’ve met before.” 

Bear looked at the Captain suspiciously, “I don’t remember you.” He did not 
shake the man’s hand but continued to stare at his face as if studying it. 

“It was over fifteen years ago, when you commanded--” Realizing Bear wasn’t 
accepting his hand, the Captain dropped it. He shrugged, “I understand if you 
don’t remember--” 

Suddenly Bear bellowed, “Jon! Jon Flemming!” then rushed over to the 
Captain and enveloped him in a violent hug, picking him up as if he meant to 
carry him away. “How the shit are you? Been so goddamn long!” 

“Great, great, thanks,” Captain Flemming said with worry in his voice. “I’m 
surprised you remember me to be honest!” 

Bear put the man down and grabbed him by the face, looking as if might kiss 
him. “I never forget a beautiful face! How the hell are you, buddy?” 

“Very good, great, like I said. Yeah, wow, long time no see.” 

“Indeed, indeed. Well, pal, it’s good to see a friendly face because we need all 
the help we can get. I got a wounded here who needs to go to the infirmary and 
then we need quarters for this group, and we all plan to stay together. Somewhere 
safe, you hear?” The Captain nodded. “And it’s going to have to be somewhere 
we won’t be bothered. Might need extra security.” 

“Of course, friend. You obviously want the Miðgarður section--” 

“No. We want to stay in the Neutral Zone,” Bear interrupted. 

“Oh?” Captain Flemming said, surprised. 

“Yeah,” Tommy interjected, not knowing what Bear might say, not wanting to 
say too much about wanting to protect Aleina’s crew as well as his from arrest, 
“we feel safer with the Earthers, if you know what I mean.” The Captain was 
clearly from Earth, and Tommy felt even if he didn’t know what they meant, he’d 
likely be happy to hear they trusted Earthers more than Y dalir. 

The Captain nodded emphatically. “Of course. Of course,” he waved to his 
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guards, “we’re all going to the infirmary. Clear a path. Protect The Night’s crew.” 
He received loud affirmatives from the guards then turned around and faced 
Tommy. “We’re ready. Any time you are.” 

“Let’s do this,” Tommy told him. With that, the guards turned around and 
walked out toward the bulkhead leading to the main alleyway where Tommy 
could see and hear the crowd of people building up. The security guards made a 
half circle in front of the bulkhead and waited for The Night’s crew to move 
inside it, then the Captain opened the double-sized door, revealing hundreds of 
people waiting. When the masses saw Tommy, they began to scream his name. 

“Here we go!” Captain Flemming shouted and the guards moved forward. 

“Follow them, stay close,” Tommy ordered as his people circled Doc Robin 
and the wounded Katy’s stretcher. Bear moved in front of him, and Tommy 
grabbed his brother and shouted into his ear over the noise. “Lucky for us you met 
a friend!” 

Bear turned his head so he could shout into Tommy’s ear. “I have no fuckin’ 
clue who that fucker is!” 

Tommy laughed, “You crazy old fuck! I knew it!” 

“Hahah! Right? I’m such an asshole!” 


They survived the receiving madness and were inside the infirmary within a 
couple of minutes. Doctors waiting for them whisked Katy away with Doc Robin, 
White Wolf, Aleina, Major Fjallhafsins, and Captain Flemming in tow. As things 
settled down, Tommy looked around the room’s clinical blue-white checkerboard 
bulkhead and felt strangely at home in their new coffin. Bear must have sensed his 
thoughts because he winked and shook his head. 

“Another shit hole, little brother.” 

“Another shit hole,” Tommy agreed. 

“Doesn’t look so bad,” Two-Scars said while looking around. 

“I like gravity,” Antonus added. 

Bear put on a shocked face, then said, “Tone, you say the most complex shit. 
Why do you hang onto this stuff? You have to share it with the world more often.” 
“I’m very deep,” Antonus answered without a hint of acknowledgment that 

Bear was being sarcastic. 

Tommy chuckled. “You kids...” 

“When I grow up, I wanna be just like them,” Two-Scars mumbled while 
scanning their surroundings. 

“Attractive? Intelligent? Sexy like a meow meow?” Bear said while pursing 
his lips. 

Two-Scars looked at him, sighed, then said, “Stupid.” 

Bear laughed, “You’re already there, Two-Scars! Congratulations!” 

“And every second I’m with you I get stupider,” she countered. 

“You’re welcome,” Bear replied proudly. 
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“Did I mention I like gravity?” Antonus said dryly, causing them all to burst 
out into laughter... to the point where Bear had tears in his eyes. 

“Why am I crying?” Bear asked while still laughing. “It’s not even that 
funny!” 

A nurse standing behind a nearby desk shushed them. “There are sick people 
here,” he told them. 

“I am so sorry,” Tommy answered, still giggling. He took in a deep breath, 
then announced, “Alright, team, time to act like professionals.” 

Bear wiped away tears, then asked “What’s that?” which began another round 
of the crew laughing for seemingly no-good reason. 

The nurse shushed them even louder this time, “Come on, Raven’s Night!” 

Tommy held up his hands in a surrender and said, “I am so very sorry, we’re 
the worst.” Before the nurse could response, Tommy saw Captain Flemming 
appear from around the corner and motion for them to follow. “Alright, for real 
serious time. We follow the Captain,” he informed the crew and they quickly 
composed themselves and followed. As they moved, Tommy noticed six security 
guards come from around one of the corners and join the group. Tommy also saw 
a dozen guards covering doors into the infirmary and was glad to have them. The 
rush in had been about as insane as at Excelsior, he noted... though with better 
results. 

Flemming walked through a set of automatic double-doors and stopped in the 
middle of the room. Tommy followed him in noticing several stretchers and beds. 
He instinctively looked for another entrance into the room in order to asses the 
risk of someone else entering uninvited, and saw a door on the opposite end. 
Without needing to be told, Bear moved toward that door, while Two-Scars and 
Antonus covered the double-doors, stopping the security team from entering; 
Two-Scars then enabled a manual lock on the side in order to stop the doors from 
opening automatically. Trusting his team had the room effectively secured, 
Tommy moved to the middle of the room and faced Flemming. “So, what do you 
got, Captain?” 

“We got quarters behind the Neutral Zone’s grand meeting hall. There is only 
space behind you and the hall in front of you. Easy to secure. One way in. Well, 
two ways but they’d have to come through space and you’d have to open the 
airlock.” 

“Thank you, Captain,’ Tommy said with a nod. 

“Of course, anything for an old friend,” he said looking at Bear, who smiled, 
“and for Tommy Raven, The Savior of Earth!” 

Tommy cringed, he couldn’t wait to get away from the praise. “I have one 
more thing I need you to help me with.” 

“Consider it done,” Flemming said excitedly. 

“On my ship... there are bodies.” 

Flemming blinked quickly, “Bod--bodies?” 
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Bear walked behind the Captain and slapped him on the back, “Lots and lots 
of bodies.” 

There was confusion and fear in the Captain’s eyes as he lowered his voice, as 
if keeping a secret, and asked, “Lots of bodies?” 

“Yeah,” Tommy said, nodding, “on ice.” 

“On ice?” Flemming said, shocked. 

Bear slapped Flemming on the back again, “Yes, best friend in the whole 
world, why do you keep repeating everything?” 

“T--1’m just not--” 

“It’s fine,” Tommy assured him. “They’re mostly Ydalir... but we also have 
two civilian Earthers who were supposed to be left on Excelsior but... we got into 
some trouble and had to leave quickly.” 

Flemming nodded emphatically, “I saw!” 

“You saw?” Tommy said in a way that suggested he wanted to hear more. 

“Absolutely! It’s all over the feeds. You and Bear fighting the Militia. Wild! 
You kicked their asses!” 

“That’s on the feed?” Bear asked in a voice that conveyed both worry and 
surprise. 

“Oh yeah. Everyone’s talking about it. Many thought you were dead. There’s 
like a million conspiracy theories about your disappearance.” 

“Again...” Tommy said, more to himself than Flemming. 

“You seem to inspire them,” Flemming replied. 

“We were running silent, trying to avoid tracking by any... interested parties, 
so we’re just hearing about all this now,” Tommy admitted. 

“People are just happy you’re alive. Everyone’s still on your side.” 

They won t be for long, Tommy thought. “Anyway, I trust you will secure the 
bodies in the facility according to their respective needs.” 

Flemming nodded, “Of--of course I will.” 

“There’s another body contained within its own closet, marked with a 
SYSPOL insignia. Stay away from that one.” 

“Definitely,” Flemming promised. 

At that moment, Tommy heard an unusual amount of commotion outside and 
reacted by snapping his fingers. Two-Scars and Antonus pulled out their sidearms 
and covered the double-door. Bear grabbed a chair and propped it up against the 
smaller door, then sat down on it and pulled out his sidearm. “What’s happening, 
Captain?” Tommy asked. 

“T--] am not sure,” Flemming answered. 

There were a series of heavy knocks on the double-doors, then a voice barked, 
“Open the door. I am SY SPOL Chief Inspector Fletchie Schere, I need to talk to 
Lieutenant Hrafns.” 

Tommy snapped his fingers and told Two-Scars, “Let her in.” The doors 
opened and in walked a thin, medium-height blond haired woman in the indigo 
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coveralls all SYSPOL investigators wore. “Inspector?” he asked. 

She walked toward him and extended a hand, “Correct, Lieutenant.” 

“Am I under arrest?” 

“Better not be,” Bear warned, tapping the sidearm against his leg. 

“Why would I arrest you?” the Chief Inspector asked. 

Tommy looked at her suspiciously. “Because of the incident at Excelsior?” 

“That has nothing to do with me. I’m special operations. I don’t investigate 
Excelsior incidents.” 

“So then why are you here?” 

The Inspector turned to Flemming and said, “Can we have the room? 
SYSPOL business.” 

“Of course,” Flemming replied. “I have some matters to attend to for Tommy 
Raven.” 

“Thank you, Captain,’ Tommy told him. 

“Any time.” Flemming turned toward the Inspector and said, “Chief 
Inspector.” 

“Captain,” the Inspector said and the two shook hands, then Flemming left. 

Once the double-doors closed, Tommy turned to the Inspector and asked, 
“What’s on your mind?” 

“Are we secure here? Is your crew fully read-in?” the Chief Inspector asked, 
which meant she was about to discuss top secret information. 

“My Sergeant is read-in. I was planning on filling them in on everything too,” 
Tommy said, referring to Antonus and Two-Scars who knew more than he was 
willing to tell SYSPOL... but not as much as they needed to know--at least not 
yet, he’d been putting something together to make it easier to tell them. 

The Chief Inspector shook her head no. “I think it’s better we keep as few 
people in-the-know as possible.” 

“Understood. Hey, Two-Scars, Antonus, wait outside, please.” 

“On it,” Two-Scars answered, then opened the double-doors and exited with 
Antonus. 

Once the doors closed, Tommy nodded at the Chief Inspector, “Let’s do it.” 

“We received an encrypted database hit a few months back from The Night 
about Detective Inspector Tamara Lo. We have not heard from her for many 
months so it’s safe to say the fact you were suddenly looking up a member of our 
team that no one outside the mission should have known about intrigued the 
Special Operations Group. When we were unable to contact you, Station Chiefs 
sent out a directive to SOG to plant a flag at every station in the system until you 
arrived at one. I just happened to get lucky and be here when you arrived. I’d 
almost given up any hope you would considering how long it took you to get here 
from Excelsior.” 

“Sorry about that, I made it a point to stall our arrival specifically to avoid 
being intercepted by way of predictive analysis.” 
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“You accomplished that very well,” said the Chief Inspector. “Now, regarding 
Detective Inspector Lo... what can you tell me?” 

Tommy took a few seconds to consider how to answer, then said, “I am sorry 
to tell you that Detective Lo is deceased.” 

The Chief Inspector nodded her head, “That is unfortunate. I expect you came 
across her on The Independence. That is where you went, correct?” 

Tommy eyed her with suspicion and wondered how much she knew... how 
much SYSPOL might know. The Night had not been transmitting much in or out 
for months except whatever that burst of something was that Thorn had detected 
right before the roboskel attacked. “Yes... we were out there rescuing the crew,” 
he allowed himself to reveal. 

“That much we could tell. But were you able to retrieve any intelligence from 
Detective Inspector Lo?” 

He hesitated... can I trust her with this information? Do I want to trust her so 
I can get rid of this device and no longer have to worry about it? He wasn’t sure. 
“First I’m going to need to verify your clearance,” he told the Chief Inspector. 

“Not a problem,” she replied and pulled up the left arm sleeve of the indigo 
coveralls. “Scan me.” 

She wanted him to scan the imprinted SYSPOL identity on her forearm but 
Tommy lacked the optical implant to do so, just like everyone on his crew. “Not 
possible, I’m disconnected,” he told her. 

The Chief Inspector grunted disapprovingly, then retrieved a small hand- 
scanner from the utility belt around her waist. “This good enough for you?” she 
asked. 

“May I see it?” 

“Sure.” The Chief Inspector handed the scanner over to him. 

Tommy inspected it by flipping it over several times. “You have a slit-tool on 
you?” he asked, wanting a lock-picking tool SYSPOL detectives tended to carry 
with them. 

“I do,” she said, retrieving one from her belt and handing it to Tommy. 

“Thank you.” He turned his back to the Chief Inspector and used the slit-tool 
to try and pry open the hand-scanner. There were many fakes out there, with 
pirates and spies pretending to be SYSPOL. They might be able to get their hands 
on areal SYSPOL hand-scanner but they could only be used by SYSPOL agents 
active in the system--much like the hacking tools. So, one could fake the look of 
the device, but the ones they’d seen were all easily pried open with a slit-tool. But 
try as he might, Tommy could not open this one. “Fine, it’s real,” he told the 
Chief Inspector and handed it back to her. 

“Good. Now...” she scanned her arm and turned the hand-scanner’s screen 
toward Tommy. It read: Chief Inspector Fletchie Masters Schere, SYSPOL SOG. 
“Satisfied?” 

“I am.” 
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“Good,” the Chief Inspector said as she put the hand-scanner away. “Now, if 
you don’t mind, tell me what did you find? Note that I will be recording this.” 

He expected the Chief Inspector had been recording everything the moment 
she arrived. “Based on our investigation, Detective Inspector Lo was returning 
with The Independence from a top secret Militia facility after obtaining sensitive 
tech and data. Somehow the Militia realized it and pursued the Independence in 
an effort to stop Detective Inspector Lo and retrieve what she’d taken.” 

“To the best of your knowledge, do you know what Detective Inspector 
Tamara Lo took from this top secret site?” 

“I do. It was a device that held--still holds--an extremely dangerous pandemic- 
level program meant to compromise any and all systems by way of a hyper 
sophisticated artificial intelligence. Our investigation revealed that Detective 
Inspector Lo used this tech to destroy the craft that pursued the Independence, but 
unfortunately she was killed in the process.” 

The Chief Inspector held up her hand to interrupt. “Hold on, Lieutenant, you 
mention the... complexity of this... weapon. Have you been able to verify the 
statement you just made or is this a theory?” 

“I was able to access it... to some degree... and evaluate the digital 
architecture. This tech is beyond anything we experienced during the Machine 
War. I’m worried about its capabilities and its... let me just say that I’m not sure 
if I should hand it over or destroy it, I’m that worried about what could happen 
even in a sneaker-network testing facility.” 

The Chief Inspector’s eyebrows raised at that. “Lieutenant, is this tech on your 
person right now?” 

Tommy nodded, “It is always on me now. I don’t trust anyone else with it. I 
don’t even trust it being on my ship.” 

“Would you be willing to hand it over to me?” 

Tommy shook his head no, “Not until you have about twenty heavily armed 
Feds with you. I think the Ydalir Militia--not the whole Militia but a special 
operations group we did not known about until recently--is going to do anything 
they can to get this back. I’d rather keep it with me until you can mobilize a force 
they can’t possibly ambush successfully. I am confident they mean to get it back.” 

“T will see what I can do... what if we got your brother, Captain Markus 
Hrafns, involved? Would that make you feel better?” 

“Hell yeah!” Bear barked. 

It made Tommy smile, “I’d love to see my other big brother.” He turned to 
look back at Bear and said, “The better looking and younger one,” then winked. 

“You realize this is all going in the official SYSPOL records?” Bear reminded 
him. 

“Sorry, Sergeant,” Tommy said, trying to sound commanding even if he didn’t 
care, ”but yes, I’d feel comfortable handing the device to Markus, if it is The 
Dawn that takes you back to SYSPOL HQ. With him as the main line in the 
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chain-of-custody, there should be no question about its legitimacy.” 

“Good. Give me a few hours and Ill get back to you. Where will you be 
staying?” the Chief Inspector asked. 

Tommy shrugged, “Ask the Captain, Flemming, he is in charge of all that.” 

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Sergeant. I’Il be in touch very soon.” 

As the Chief Inspector left, Tommy thought about the relief he’d feel once the 
device was no longer his responsibility. Plus, it would be really great to see 
Markus again. And thinking about that made him want to contact his little sister... 
Elisa. But before any of that, he knew he had to do the thing he’d been dreading 
since they left Excelsior: tell the crew the truth. They earned that. Whatever 
followed... he deserved for hiding and lying for so long. It frightened him how 
close he was to unburdening himself of it all. It also frightened him how far away 
he was from knowing what would happen once everyone knew. But it is the right 
thing to do, he thought... isn t it? 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 


Two-Scars... a secret 


The Night crew walked together down the Hall H airlock corridor in a line, 
Bear up front, Eylifur behind him, Two-Scars in the middle, with Doc Robin and 
Antonus at the rear. On each side were six doors leading to six rooms, and one 
large bulkhead door at the end of the corridor that led to the airlock--the last line 
of defense from the vacuum of space. The security force Captain, Flemming, had 
told them it was the most secure location on the station considering the only way 
to infiltrate it was through the double-security firewall leading into Hall H. The 
only other way in or out was the airlock and, Flemming swore, that had the 
highest level of encrypted security measures... and Flemming had the only key. 

Two-Scars looked around at the painfully boring paint-scheme that seemed to 
cover every damn station they went to... and tried to ignore the white on slightly 
different white on some shade of something blue, and more white aesthetic. She 
understood the reason was about cleanliness, as well as to make painting and 
repainting the stations easier. It made sense for supplies to be part of a uniform 
process where facility crews on one station could easily transition to another 
station. But it was dull. If not for the differences in gravity, Two-Scars didn’t 
think she would be able to tell one station from another. 

“Alright, the Lieutenant gets the last one on the left and I’m taking the last one 
on the right,” Bear told them. “You dummies can knife-fight it out for the others.” 

Doc Robin spoke before anyone else could. “I’m pulling rank and taking 
yours, Bear,” she said with a mischievous giggle. 

“The fuck you are, Doc!” he protested. 

“I outrank you,” she chided, “so, yes I am.” 

“You are evil!” 

Doc Robin shrugged, “Figuring that out now?” 

Bear hissed, “I’ve always known it!” 

While they were arguing, Antonus walked over to the first door on the right, 
opened it, walked inside, and shut it behind him. 

“Okay, Tone!” Bear called at the closed door. “You... just gonna--okay, buddy, 
nice--nice discussion!” 

Realizing she had an opportunity to take a room before Bear could choose one, 
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Two-Scars said, “TIl take the second-last on the left.” 

Bear laughed. “Of course you are! Anything to be near your precious Eylifur! 
Fine. Fuck you all. I’m taking the first room on the right so I can be closer to my 
Tone!” He then skipped down the corridor to his chosen room, opened the door, 
and shouted, “What the hell is that?” 

Everyone turned to look at him. “What the hell is what?” Eylifur asked. 

“Oh my god!” Bear shrieked, then rushed inside. A few seconds later he came 
out with something cradled in his arms. At first Two-Scars couldn’t make out 
what it was... considering Bear had his face buried in it. 

She heard his muffled voice say, “You my pressy-oh-so? You my pressy-oh- 
so?” He then lifted his head and announced, “I found a cat!” Two-Scars could see 
it was black, adult-age, with what looked like three black and one white paw. 

“Congratulations!” Doc told him. 

“It’s probably someone’s cat,” Eylifur told him. 

Bear’s head titled to the left as he looked at his little brother suspiciously. 
“Yeah it’s someone’s cat! Mine!” 

“No, I mean someone not named you.” 

Bear cringed and shook his head. “Well, that’s good because I’m not You, I’m 
Bear. And this little fucker,” he said nodding at the cat in his arms, then, 
switching to a cutesy voice, continued, “is Bear ’ cat!” 

Two-Scars rolled her eyes. “Let me guess... you’re going to name it Bear's 
Cat?” 

“No. That’s stupid. You say stupid shit, Two-Scars. Of course I’m not going to 
name Bear’s Cat Bear 5 Cat! That’s redone-and.” 

“Redundant,” she corrected. 

“That’s what I said!” 

Two-Scars knew he was messing with her but didn’t care. She liked playing 
this game with him. “You did not.” 

“Did too. You’re just jealous because I got the most adorable cat ever and you 
come up with dumb cat names.” He then said in a mocking tone, “Bears Cat for a 
name. So stupid.” 

She laughed. “Fine, you wrinkled limp-dick, what’s the cat’s name?” 

He stuffed his face in the cat’s fur and made high-pitch noises like a baby. 
“Ummm... it’s a secret,” he said after several seconds. 

“Why is it a secret? Is it because it’s stupider than Bear s Cat?” 

Bear raised his head from the cat and barked, “No! It’s the best name ever!” 

“Then tell it.” 

“Nope. It’s a secret and you will never ever know it because it’s a name for 
smart people like me.” 

“The bar has been lowered!” Doc Robin snickered. 

Bear stuck out his tongue. “Now you ’re jealous because you took the room I 
wanted and gave me this one, which should have been yours, and now I got a cat 
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and you don’t!” 

“I don’t even like cats,” Doc Robin countered. 

“You love cats! You have told me like 12 million times how all you’ve ever 
wanted was a black cat with a white paw!” Bear replied. 

Doc Robin groaned, “Here come more lies from Bear.” 

The door to Antonus’s room opened and he stuck his head out. “What is the 
excitement?” 

“Bear found a cat in his room,” Two-Scars informed him, shaking her head to 
indicate it wasn’t that simple. 

“Oh,” Antonus said, then grumbled something and closed the door. 

“He’s just jealous.” Bear said to the cat who rolled over onto its back in his 
arms. “You want me to scratch your belly? Want me to scratch your cute little 
belly?” Bear said in a baby-voice. 

Two-Scars turned around to face Eylifur and Doc. “Someone shoot me in the 
face, please. I’ve got a gun. You don’t even have to use your own.” 

“They’re so jealous, you sweet innocent adorable angel-face,” Bear said from 
behind her, continuing to baby-talk the cat. 

Even though Two-Scars found his behavior humorous, she was exhausted and 
wanted to take a long nap. “Permission to drown myself in my quarters, 
Lieutenant?” 

“Denied,” Eylifur's said, furrowing his brow. “I need you alive. Eventually 
Bear will get tired of that cat and someone will have to take care of it,” he said 
with a smirk. 

“Never!” Bear howled from behind. “I’m gonna love you forever and ever, 
pressy-oh-so.” 

Two-Scars spun around and barked, “What the fuck are you saying? Pressing 
bozo?” 

Bear threw back his head and gasped as if what she’d said was the most 
ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “I’m clearly saying pressy... then oh... and 
finally so... as in oh so pressy AKA precious, pressy-oh-so! Wow, you're stupid.” 

“And that’s supposed to be obvious?” she said, raising her voice on the last 
word. 

“To smart people... like me.” 

Two-Scars turned toward Eylifur and Doc Robin with a look of disbelief, then, 
as if rehearsed, they all slapped their foreheads. After a brief shared chuckle, she 
asked Eylifur, “You sure I can’t drown myself?” 

“Only figuratively.” 

Two-Scars snapped her fingers, “Dammit! Fine. I'll do my best... provided 
this limp-dick,” she pointed backward toward Bear with her right thumb, “doesn’t 
make too much noise drooling all over that cat.” 

“Jealous!” Bear shouted, causing the cat to yowl. It must have scratched him 
because he suddenly cried, “Owwww you beast!” which was followed 
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immediately by the quick pitter-patter and clacks of small clawed feet running. 
Two-Scars spun around to see the cat turning the corner down the hall with Bear 
chasing it screaming, “Come back! I love you!” 

“Of course!” she yelled after him, “This how all your relationships end!” 


An hour later, inside her medium-sized quarters, Two-Scars was still awake 
despite all efforts to rest. The cot was too soft; there was a low blue light in the 
ceiling that couldn’t be turned off; a distracting hum from some machinery above 
seemed to turn on and off so randomly that her mind couldn’t get into a rhythm. 
She missed The Night’s predictable lights, noises, and cot--or just floating. She 
hadn’t slept in gravity like this for a while. The most they experienced for long- 
periods on The Night was perhaps 20% Earth’s gravity while under power--except 
for that period they rushed to The Independence when they reached a bit higher 
for longer. Just as she felt sleep arriving, the door chimed. “Come on!” she 
growled and punched the intercom control near the bed. “What?” 

“Open,” said Bear’s voice. 

“I’m trying to sleep!” she barked. 

“Open,” he said again. 

“Fuck off!” Two-Scars slapped the intercom control off. 

A moment later, she heard a tapping noise on the door and his muffled voice 
saying, “Open, open, open.” 

“I am so going to kill you!” she yelled as she jumped up, went to the door, and 
opened it. Standing in front of the doorway was Antonus... with Bear behind him 
stroking the cat. “He convinced you to annoy me too, Tone?” 

“Sorry,” Antonus said, “we have to do a security sweep.” 

“Did you hear the mean police officer saying she was going to kill me?” Bear 
said to the cat snuggled in his arms. “It’s enough you already viciously attacked 
me earlier...” he told it, then turned his right forearm toward Two-Scars and said, 
“Look! Battle-wounds!” revealing two long scratch marks going from his wrist to 
his elbow. 

Good. “You deserved it,” Two-Scars told him. 

“I probably did,” he admitted. “Maybe this angel-face is trying to teach me 
that.” He kissed the cat’s head. “I love you.” 

Two-Scars shook her head with amusement... seeing Bear this way seemed 
off... yet appropriate. It reminder her of their conversation from what felt like so 
long ago when he told her about his family. “I’m glad you’ve found something to 
finally love... I hope you’re both very happy together... you and... what’s her 
name?” 

Bear cringed. “Her name? Why so gender specific? I don’t even see gender.” 
He rolled the cat from his arms into his hands and held it up in front of his face. 
“You believe that? Two-Scars thinks gender matters when it comes to love.” 

Two-Scars laughed sarcastically, “Says the limp-dick who argued with our 
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AVRM for what? Months? About choosing a gender.” 

Bear did not look at her as he rolled the cat back into his cradling arms. 
“Tve... evolved since then.” 

Antonus folded his arms and said, “You have?” 

“Yes, Tone. I have. I’m learning from my mistakes,” Bear said, kissing the 
cat’s head again. “Righting my wrongs, I hope. I want to be a better ma--sorry, 
person.” 

“You’re so full of all the shits,” Two-Scars countered. 

Bear shook his head. “No.” 

“Whatever. So tell us the cat-without-a-gender’s name,” she demanded. 

“It’s a secret.” 

Two-Scars barked a single laugh. “You know what? I don’t even care.” 

He kissed the cat twice before saying, “You should.” 

Those words intrigued Two-Scars, but she knew letting him know it would 
make him prolong the suspense, so she said, “And yet I don’t.” 

Bear hummed, then said, “But... you should,” laughing lightly at the end. 

Antonus shook his head. “Bear is not going to tell us anything.” 

“Yes, I am!” Bear countered. 

“Then do it now,” Antonus demanded. 

“You’re always so impatient, Tone! Wow. Calm down. You’re stuck on high 
velocity all the time!” 

Antonus started to say, “I am one of the calmest--” 

Bear cut him off with his free left hand out, as if to say stop. “Woah! Easy!” 

Two-Scars walked up to Bear and said, “I hope I don’t get written-up for this.” 

Bear scrunched his face in puzzlement, “Written-up for what?” 

“This, limp-dick.” Two-Scars made a fist with her right hand, placed it in the 
open palm of her left, then swung her right forearm like a mallet into Bear’s left 
shoulder. The impact threw him off more than she’d expected, sending him flying 
into the lavatory door, causing the cat to fight for its freedom. 

“Owwww you vicious beast!” Bear cried as it clawed his arm and side causing 
him to drop it. The cat then ran out of the room with Bear pushing Antonus out of 
the way to chase it. “Come back! I love you!” 

“Let it go!” Two-Scars yelled. “It’s better off without you!” She looked at 
Antonus and they both chuckled. 

“That cat has done more damage to him than any pirate has in the entire time 
I’ve known him,” Antonus told her. 

“It’s so cute... but that’s my favorite thing about it,” Two-Scars admitted. 

Off in the distance they heard Bear shout, “I got it! I got my pressy-oh-so!” 

Two-Scars held up a fist in a mock victory-cheer and unenthusiastically said, 
“Yayyy.” 

“Don’t worry,” Antonus said, “it’s going to scratch him again.” 

This time she reacted with an enthusiastic pump of the fist. “Yes!” 
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“I heard that,” Bear said as he walked back into the quarters, cat snuggly back 
in his arms, blood dripping down on the floor. 

“Ts your brain has limp as your dick?” Two-Scars asked. 

“Neither is?” Bear replied meekly. 

“You're bleeding on my floor, fuck-ton of stupid 
trail he was leaving. 

He looked at the blood on the floor, shrugged, then kissed the cat on the head. 
“It’s my little angel-face’s way of showing it cares.” 

Two-Scars rolled her eyes. “Are you taking it on patrol with us too?” 

Bear’s eyes lit up. “Can I?” 

“No!” 

“You are in charge so you can do whatever you like,” Antonus interjected, 
contradicting her. 

Two-Scars held up both fists as if she wanted to fight. “You’re gonna pay for 
that, Tone!” 

“All I did was say the truth,” Antonus told her. 

She repeated in a mocking tone, “All I did was say the truth,” then changed to 
a confrontational one, “and I thought you were the smart one.” 

“That would be Doc Robin,” he replied dryly. 

Two-Scars growled. “Can we go on patrol now?” 

Bear quickly snapped, “I don’t know... can we?” mocking her grammar. 

Two-Scars made a fist and placed it in the palm of her other hand again and 
said, “That’s it! May I hurt you? Yes!” 

Bear screamed in an unusually high pitch and ran out of the room, cat firmly in 
his arms, shouting, “TIl protect you angel-face!” 

“There he goes,” Antonus said in that matter-of-fact way he said just about 
everything. 

She looked at him with a judgmental smirk and said, “Why do I get the feeling 
if you were shot through the heart you’d say, ‘Well, I’m dead now, bye’?” 

He nodded, “Sounds like me.” 

Two-Scars couldn’t help but snort a laugh, even when he wasn’t trying to be, 
Antonus amused her with how evenly and obviously he took everything. “Alright, 
let me get ready and then we’ll go out there and secure shit or whatever we’re 
doing... so, out!” she commanded with a determined index-finger. 


p? 


she barked, pointing at the 
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CHAPTER FORTY 
White Wolf... sisters too 


Kata watched with pride as her twin sat up in the infirmary bed devouring an 
entire bowl of smoked lamb, sweet potatoes, and coleslaw. Yellow Wolf slurped 
up every bit of food and, when she was finished, ran her tongue over the 
remainder until the bowl was cleaner than if washed. A nurse in the room, noticing 
the cleaned bowl, moved forward to take it. 

“Do you want more, Katy?” the nurse asked. 

“Ja. Ja takk,” the hungry Yellow Wolf said, smiling. 

“Hun talar ekki íslensku, systir,” White Wolf told her twin, then addressed the 
nurse. “She say yes, takk.” 

“Oh, I understood. Not the words but the sentiment,” the Dearther nurse said, 
taking the bowl from Katy and hurrying out of the room. 

Kata moved over to the bed and climbed in so she could be closer to her sister. 
She wrapped her arms around Katy, and her twin returned the gesture; they didn’t 
need words, only each other. White Wolf had not been herself without Yellow 
Wolf. She’d worried for so long this moment would never happen, even after 
waking up on The Night knowing her twin would receive medical care, the fear 
remained... until now. The Dearther doctors and their equipment had Yellow 
Wolf almost back to the warrior she had been prior to the attack. 

The twins held each other for several minutes before Kata heard the nurse 
enter the room. She could also smell the lamb and sweet potatoes and was 
suddenly hungry. “Aww, look at the sisters, how adorable,” the nurse said, and 
though Kata didn’t want to let go of Katy, she wanted Yellow Wolf to eat so she 
could be stronger. Though no one had said anything to her about what she’d done 
at the Excelsior, she was not going to take the chance SYSPOL or the Militia 
wouldn’t come for her, to arrest or kill her. Yellow Wolf needed to heal, to gain 
more strength... so they could get somewhere safer sooner not later. Kata 
unlatched herself from Katy and looked up at the nurse who was holding the bowl 
toward them. “Here is some more,” the nurse told her. 

“Takk,” Katy said as she accepted the bowl then unhooked her right arm from 
around her sister and quickly devoured another bowl of food. Kata, smelling the 
delicious food and having taken none for herself, looked up from her sister’s torso 
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and whimpered. Katy gave a sly smile, grabbed something from the bowl, and 
held out a piece of meat in front of Kata’s mouth. “Ertu svöng?” Yellow Wolf 
said, taunting White wolf with a dangling of meat. 

“Auðvitað!” White Wolf barked, then sprang up, snatched the lamb from her 
twin’s fingers with her mouth, growling as she chomped loudly on the food. 

“Oh my,” the nurse said, sounding shocked. “You want me to bring you a 
bowl, too?” 

“No. I eat hers,” Kata said through the smacking chomps. 

“No!” Katy protested. “No mine!” 

The nurse laughed. “Alright, alright, P'1l get you another bowl. Do you want 
me to bring...” she held up two fingers, “two more?” 

“Yessss,” Kata hissed and it made a full-mouth Katy laugh, causing her to spit 
up food all over Kata. “Helvíti, systir,” Kata murmured which made Katy throw 
her torso backward into the pillows behind as she bellowed with more laughter. 
This time, more food escaped Yellow Wolf’s mouth, landing on top of her face 
making White Wolf howl. 

“If you’re just going to spit up food, then I’m not bringing you any more,” the 
nurse told them. 

“No, no, please, more,” Kata pleaded between laughs. 

The nurse looked at them both suspiciously but nodded, “Fine. Behave while 
I’m gone, please.” 

“Vee vill,’ Kata promised. But when the nurse was gone, Kata grabbed lamb 
from the bed and shoved it in Katy’s face. 

The two wolves play-fought after that... until the familiar voice of the Major 
barked. “Privates!” They both instinctively stopped, jumped out of bed, and stood 
at attention. The Colonel walked in a second later. 

“At ease, warriors,” the Colonel said, smiling. “We’re just here to check on 
you, Katy. I see you’re back to nearly 100%.” 

“Næstum,” Katy happily told her Colonel. 

“Good. I am so glad to hear it. We need you healthy. I would like to tell you 
that I know where we are going next or what is happening, but I still have to 
discuss things with the Hrafns brothers. But the Major here is going to stay near 
you until you are released, to make sure no one does anything without going 
through the proper channels.” 

“Ja Ofursti,” both replied at the same time. 

“See, Major,” the Colonel said, turning to the big officer, “once good warriors, 
always good warriors.” 

“Indeed, Colonel, we’re all that’s left. Good to know we’re still together.” 

“Agreed, Major.” She turned to face the twins. “Get some food in you. I will 
be quartered up with The Night crew in the aft section of something called Hall 
H. I have been guaranteed by station security that you will be protected. Like I 
said, the Major will be in a nearby quarters to make sure if anything goes wrong, 
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then someone with authority can be your advocate within minutes. If something 
does happen, I’m only fifteen minutes away, maybe twenty.” 

“Ja Ofursti,” the twins replied together. 

The Colonel walked over to them and leaned over so her head was the same 
height as theirs. She whispered, “Permission to hug you both?” The sisters were 
surprised at first. They both looked at the other before nodding an affirmative. The 
hug was at first strange, being the first time their commander had ever so much as 
shown them this type of love, but it quickly felt right. It reminded Kata of the first 
time Gunna showed them love. The memory gave her a warm feeling of 
happiness... because she avenged their Mamma. She did not let the man who 
killed her get away with it. She was proud of it. And the hug from the Colonel 
meant she approved. White Wolf had done what was right, what was expected of 
her. Blood for wolf blood. Soon they would be back on Ydalir where she could go 
see Gunna’s natural-born daughters and call them sisters too... and they would 
have the twins as their protectors. Their Mamma was gone, but her love survived, 
and her family would continue to grow. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 


Two-Scars... a song of truths 


Two-Scars closed the big room’s heavy security-door having barely escaped a 
rush of people chasing her. Minutes earlier, after completing the security 
inspection of Neutral Zone corridors 72 and Tau, several Earthers chased her all 
the way from the T-section, which was situated 500 meters from the spiraling 
stairs, and down to the stairs exit. They were part of a larger group of people who, 
over the past few days, had been moving into 72 against the order of station 
security and were sleeping on the floors wherever they could find space. They 
called themselves Tommy Raven fans but behaved more like worshipers, begging 
for him to see them, to bless their fortunes. She understood well his fandom’s 
exuberance but this felt like a new level... and now she too was being recognized. 

A few had stopped her to ask for an autograph and, after signing for a handful 
of them, another group went to see what was happening and quickly became a 
crowd. After some pushing, pulling, shouting, and even clawing, Two-Scars had 
been forced to sprint away. She was thankful her pursuers were not in as good a 
shape as her, or as good at taking the spiraling stairs, because it gave her just 
enough time to get to the staircase gate and to the safety of the Neutral Zone 
security standing guard. It was as much action as Two-Scars had experienced in a 
while and her heart was still racing. As she caught her breath, she turned away 
from the door and noticed Bear and Antonus at the center of the room. Two-Scars 
had been in Hall H a year earlier when The Night stopped to pick up supplies. 
Back then it was being used as a combined Ydalir and Earth market, split into two 
distinct sides by a red tape on the floor stretching from one end to the other--inner 
hull and outer hull. The red tape was still there and Bear was standing on it 
looking back and forth between sides. Antonus was a few meters behind him 
looking up at the ceiling. She decided to walk toward them and, as she did, heard 
Bear talking. 

“We’ll put the stage on the outer-hull side of the tape,” Bear was saying, “that 
way the crowd will be closer to the security door.” 

“What stage? What crowd?” Two-Scars asked as she got closer. 

“We’re holding a concert,” Bear said without looking at her. 

“For who?” 
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“Tommy is going to sing for his fans,” the distracted Bear told her. 

“He is?” she said, surprised to have not been in on this bit of information. 

“I just heard too,” Antonus told her, probably sensing she felt left out. 

“The Lieutenant will explain in a little bit what is happening,” Bear said, 
looking their way. “It’s not my place. He’s got something important to do... he’s 
very nervous about it.” 

“He’s nervous about singing?” Two-Scars said, continuing to be surprised by 
what she was hearing. 

“No, of course not,” Bear said in a too-even-for-him, perhaps even somber, 
tone. 

The past few minutes had been a series of surprises but Bear refusing the 
opportunity to say something sarcastic was the biggest one. “Okay...” she said, 
unsure what else there was to say. 

“Yeah, anyway, we’re going to put the stage here,” Bear said, facing away 
from the security door, stepping left over the red line and making a rectangular 
shape with his arms. “Obviously it will be bigger than,” he made the shape again 
with his arms, “this... but use your imagination. It’s at least twice as big as,” he 
made the shape again, “this.” 

“At least,” Antonus agreed. 

“Maybe... twenty times bigger,” Bear acknowledged. Though it seemed he 
was trying to make a joke, to Two-Scars it felt like his heart wasn’t in it. 

There was a long pause in the conversation as Bear stood there facing away 
from her. “Is everything okay?” she finally asked. 

He didn’t answer at first, looking at the floor instead, as if judging how much 
material they’d need to build the stage. After a minute he lifted his head up and 
said, “What’s that?” 

“I asked if everything was okay.” 

Bear scowled, “Of course everything isn’t okay. Have you been with us for the 
past few months? Some things are okay. Other things are not okay. Sheesh, Two- 
Scars.” 

Theres the Bear I expect, she thought. “Oh, okay. But I’m going to need 
everything to be okay. So if you can do that for me, that would be grrrrreat,” she 
said, with thick emphasis on the sarcasm. 

“Yep,” Bear answered quickly, back to looking at his imaginary stage, “I’Il get 
right on that for you. Done. Finished. So/ved.” Then he waved her off with the 
back of his hand. “Go away now. I need to focus and finish so I can go back to 
snuggling my cat.” 

“Oh god!” she groaned. 

“He let me pet it,” Antonus announced proudly. 

“Did he tell you its name?” she wondered. 

“He said it’s a secret so I call it Secret.” 

“That’s dumb,” Bear chimed in, still fake measuring his imaginary stage. 
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“T am willing to bet everything in the world the actual name is dumber,” Two- 
Scars said. 

Suddenly, Bear burst out laughing; not one of his fake laughs but a genuine, 
heaving, uncontrollable one that forced him down on one knee. She could see 
tears falling down onto the floor even as he tried to wipe them away. After what 
seemed like several minutes, Antonus and Two-Scars looked at each other as if to 
say, What can we do? “Have you lost your fuckin’ mind?” she barked when he 
started wheezing. “I don’t get what is so funny about that?” She looked at 
Antonus again and he shrugged. He had no idea either. 

After some time, Bear stopped laughing, picked himself up off the ground, 
sucked in a deep breath, and said, “That is probably the funniest thing you’ve ever 
said.” 

“Why?” she wondered out-loud. 

“Because. But anyway, I’m busy! P1 call you both when Tommy is ready. 
Leave me alone!” 

“Fine,” she said, “let’s go Tone.” 

As they walked back to their quarters, Two-Scars could hear Bear chuckling to 
himself, “Real name is dumber... so funny.” 


Hours later, she was back in Hall H, this time with Antonus, Doc Robin, Bear, 
and Eylifur. Chairs were beginning to be set up on the right side of the red tape 
and Eylifur grabbed one, spinning it around to face them, then straddling it, 
wrapping his hands around the back end; Bear did the same, positioning himself 
to Eylifur’s left, placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder. Eylifur let out a deep 
breath before saying, “Robin, Antonus... Two-Scars... I have been carrying this 
for months. I tried dropping you off at Excelsior so that you didn’t have to get 
caught up in this... but clearly circumstances have worked against my plans and 
now here we are.” 

The words worried Two-Scars and she looked to her left at Antonus, then to 
her right at Doc Robin for some sign of... something resembling reassurance... 
but both had similar looks of intense silent concern. When neither of them spoke 
up, Two-Scars’s fear let a series of thoughts escape: “Are you dying? You’re not 
dying are you? You’re dying. No, that makes no sense. You’re not dying. Right? 
Fuck. You’re dying!” 

Eylifur smirked. “Not dying, no.” 

Two-Scars let out a deep sigh. “Oh... thank the god who does not exist.” 

Antonus let out his own deep sigh, “I thought you were going to tell us you 
were dying.” 

Doc Robin chuckled, “These two... why would he try to drop us off just to 
avoid telling us he was dying?” 

Bear held his free hand up and said, “Okay, everyone, no jokes, okay? This is 
serious.” 
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Bear asking them to be serious made Two-Scars’s anxiety much worse and 
reminded her of the first time she performed a free-fall on Earth: heartbeat 
elevated; breath difficult to catch; the overwhelming fear something terrible was 
about to happen. A “Shit!” escaped her lips before she could stop it. 

“I am sorry if I’m worrying you all,” Eylifur told them. “I have been trying to 
find the words... a way to tell it to you without trying to diminish it... to make it 
sound better than it is. Even now, I’m afraid what I’ve decided to do is going to 
make it feel less important. But I don’t know how else to do it. I’m that--it makes 
me that sick to tell you... this... the truth.” 

Two-Scars again waited for Antonus or Robin to say something, but when 
they didn’t, spoke up. “What do you have to--what could you possibly say that-- 
that we wouldn’t be okay with?” 

Eylifur cringed, “That’s what Leinee said before I told her.” 

Two-Scars felt a sudden excitement and immediately countered with, “When?” 

“When what?” Bear said. 

She stomped her foot, annoyed. “When did he tell her, dammit?” 

Eylifur looked up before saying, “Six months ago?” 

“And she’s still talking to you, I mean it’s--we all know you’re both having... 
like sex or something--whatever you do--” Two-scars heard both Doc Robin and 
Antonus chuckle and saw Eylifur smile, “--so it couldn’t be--it must be not so 
bad, right?” she sputtered, realizing she was trying to convince herself more than 
anyone else. 

“Come on!” Bear yelled. “Just let him worry about your reaction and stop 
trying to make him feel better! He’s fucked up about this enough.” 

Two-Scars’s instinct was to keep arguing but could see how stressed Bear was 
about what Eylifur had to say. She decided to be let it happen without further 
interruption and surrendered. “Sorry. I'll shut up now.” 

“Thank you, Two-Scars. I appreciate your concerns. I will get to it as quickly 
as I can. So...” he paused for a bit as if to think, then clapped his hands together 
once and said, “this is about the whole Savior of Earth crap and how I came to be. 
I’ve tried to figure out a way to say it to you without being interrupted or told I 
don’t have to say anything, or having to answer tons of questions before I say 
what I want to say about it, which is why... the only way I felt I could do this is-- 
no one laugh--in a song.” 

“You wrote us a confession song?” Doc Robin asked sweetly. 

“More or less, yes,” Eylifur answered. 

“It’s not a confession,” Bear countered, “more a... a song of truths.” 

Eylifur reached over with his left arm and patted his big brother on the back. 
“Well said.” Then he started to sing. 


For a decade now 
I lived in fear 
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someday the world 
would get too near 
the truth 

the painful truth 


I let my friend 
take the fall 

me the one 

a savior they’d call 
over an accident 
that was my fault 


Wild, wild, wild 

why I lied 

Wild, wild, wild 
When I lied, lied, lied 


Two-Scars heard the rest but her mind tuned out as it tried to make sense of 
what he was saying. When he finished she held up her right hand and said, “I’m 
confused, does this song mean you killed your friend... and then what? You 
joined SYSPOL to run away? I’m not--I feel kind of--” 

Eylifur dropped his face into both open hands. “I think I need to go back and 
rewrite this... I keep making changes, believing I’m making it better, easier to 
understand, but every time I change something, I think I’m making it worse,” 
Eylifur said. 

“So every time we say ‘wild’ we’re saying ‘when I lied’ or ‘why I lied’?” Doc 
Robin asked. 

Eylifur rubbed his face, then looked up at her. Two-Scars noticed his face 
seemed ragged, as if waking up from a deep sleep. He let out a long breath, then 
said, “Both... but also the other things. When I was in training, every time I 
thought of what had happened and what I was doing, the letters that formed wild 
kept coming up in my mind. It was a way to remind myself I was full of all the 
shits.” 

Antonus walked up to Eylifur, pulled him up from the sitting position, and 
wrapped him in a hug. “I am sorry you have this guilt,” he said. 

“Thanks, Tone,” Eylifur replied as he gently slapped the big man on his back 
before pulling away, “but I think living with the guilt was justified.” 

“T’m still sorry,” Antonus told him. 

“When I lied... wild...” Doc Robin said to herself, “I would never have 
thought it.” 

“Still stuck on that?” Bear scoffed. “Of all the things?” 

“Sorry, I’m just impressed. I’m thinking back on all the times we said it, and 
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you said it,” she said to Eylifur. “I’m going through it in my head, thinking how it 
must have made you feel every time... I’m seeing you and everything we’ve done 
in a different light.” 

“I’m sorry, Doc,” Eylifur told her, “I don’t blame you.” 

Two-Scars was still confused and felt stupid for not understanding exactly 
what the song was saying. “Hold on, please. No one mock me. What the hell is 
going on? So... you lied about what?” 

“Why is this not obvious to you?” Bear barked. “Were you thinking of 
something else during the song?” 

She felt embarrassed but wanted to be honest. “I got lost. I can’t explain why, 
I just did.” Maybe I was so anxious about whatever he wanted to confess that I 
tuned out the words, she thought. 

Bear stared at her while shaking his head slowly, “Unbelievable. The guy 
pours his heart out to you and you... just stop listening?” 

“It’s fine,” Eylifur told her, “Pll explain whatever you need me to. Getting 
through the song helped. I think I’m able to answer your questions.” 

Two-Scars had them... but wasn’t sure she wanted to ask. Was it really better 
to know the truth if it hurt to hear? She wished they could just go back to... 
before the Independence. Before Excelsior. Before the Neutral Zone. Before now. 
Before things got so complicated. Before her mind would not stop telling her 
these moments were going to be their last together. 


276 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 


Aleina... gigantic 


“You sang them your song?” she asked Tommy when he walked into their 
quarters. 

“I did.” 

“And how did it go?” she asked gently. 

He let out a deep sigh. “It went okay. I was very nervous. Two-Scars seemed 
to have a problem absorbing it. That’s my fault.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She’s young. I don’t think she’s seen enough to fully--I don’t know how to 
put it--get how disappointing the world can be. I think she was so worried that she 
couldn’t hear what I was saying. I explained it to her after and... I think they are 
all predisposed to forgiving me, so it wasn’t a good measure for how others will 
react. Still, I’m glad I did it.” 

“Were you put off by their reaction?” Aleina asked, wondering if he was hurt 
by it. 

Tommy shook his head. “No. I don’t think so. It’s similar to... I guess it’s 
somewhat like when I told you.” 

“You expected me to be mad,” she said knowingly. 

He nodded. “Something like that. It feels--and I don’t mean this as a judgment 
of you or them or anything--but it feels... invalidating to have so much fear and 
shame about things that the people you care about the most don’t think is a big 
deal.” He furrowed his brow. “As big a deal,” he corrected. 

“As big a deal as you want us to,” Aleina said and gently touched his right 
arm. 

He gave her a slight smile and placed his left hand on top of hers. “I know it’s 
foolish of me to add this to my string of worries, it’s just that I know the masses 
will react differently and... I guess...” 

“You were hoping we’d give you a version of the outrage to prepare you,” 
Aleina finished for him. 

He smirked. “You... you are a smart one.” 

“That’s why you love me.” 

“One of the reasons,” he countered. “Not even top 3, though,” he said with a 
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giggle. 

“Oh really? What are the top 3?” she said with exaggerated surprise in her 
voice. She was interested, that was true... and suddenly worried he was about to 
say something that would offend her, even if he thought it wouldn’t. 

He let loose a broad smile, then said, “Do you want 3, 2, 1 or 1, 2, 3?” 

She looked at him as if he’d just said the stupidest thing possible. “What? 3, 2, 
1 of course. Who even does 1, 2, 3? That’s ridiculous. Have you been in this solar 
system before? Hello, alien, I’m Aleina, Leinee to some,” she said, extending her 
hand out for him to shake. “Would you like me to take you to our leader now?” 

He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Fine. 3, 2, 1 it is.” 

“Excellent!” Aleina exclaimed with a clenched fist before jumping on their 
bunk and sitting on her knees. “Let’s do this.” 

Tommy laid down sideways on the mattress facing her, then took his right 
hand and stroked her exposed thigh. “Okay, three...” 

After a few seconds of him saying nothing she slapped his shoulder and said, 
“You have to think about it? You came into this unprepared?” 

He laughed. “If I’m being honest, I never know what I’m about to say until I 
say it.” 

She gave him an open-mouth look of shock and said in the most Icelandic 
accent possible--trying to emulate his mother scolding him--, “Eylifur Friður 
Hrafns! Hvað er ad þér drengur?” 

Tommy threw his head back and groaned, “Oh god, no! Not that!” He grabbed 
her knee and said, “Never, ever, ever, never do that voice again!” 

Aleina giggled, “Not doing it for you?” 

He stuck out his tongue and gagged. “I’m going to vomit.” 

“Fine, fine, you terribly sensitive boy, I won’t.” She held up her hand as if 
being sworn in, “I promise.” 

He looked at her side-eyed. “I am not sure about you...” 

Aleina dramatically grabbed at her heart, “You wound me 

His eye grew big and he pointed at her. “You lie!” 

She grabbed her face with both hands, feigning shock, and said, “Me? 
Innocent little me?” 

It made him laugh. “I swear I was going to say something but my brain shut 
off, you’re so damn pretty I can’t think.” 

“Oh!” she shouted, “so is that number three?” 

He gave her a worried look, “And if it is, am I in trouble?” 

“It really depends on what the other two are,” she admitted. 

“Oh god, pressure!” 

“You did this to yourself,” she told him. 

“I am the worst!” 

“Number two!” she demanded. 

“Your sexy, sexy body...” 


p? 
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Aleina scrunched her face and said slowly, “Two... of your top three... things 
about me--” 

“Correction! Two!” he interrupted in a panic. “Your dedication... to 
righteousness... truth, justice--” 

She punched him in the arm, “Oh, shut the fuck up! You suck.” 

“I do. I really do. This is what I keep trying to tell everyone,” he said without 
irony. 

Aleina groaned and rolled onto her back into a supine position, looking up at 
the ceiling. “I was kidding, don’t suddenly get serious on me.” 

Tommy didn’t say anything for a while but slowly inched his body closer to 
hers until his head rested on her shoulder, his curly hair tickling her nose making 
her react by scratching at it. “Sorry, did my hair get your cute little nose?” he said. 

“Yes, you villain,” she joked. “We need to chop that ridiculous hair.” 

“You don’t like my--” he started to say in a high-pitch voice. 

“Ridiculously cute hair,” she interrupted, “is what I meant to say?” 

Tommy chuckled, “I knew that’s what you meant.” 

“And number 1?” 

He gave a short chuckle, then said, “For the record, I’m not fully committed to 
the supposed numbers 3 and 2... but I'll play your game.” 

“Mmmhmm,” she said suspiciously, her eyes still focused on the ceiling. 

“But the number 1 reason is that throughout our life,” he said softly as he 
began stroking her arm with his fingers, “you’ve been the glue that held me 
together, even when we were apart. And while I think you’d survive without me, 
because you’re emotionally stronger, I don’t think I would survive in this world 
without you. Even during the past ten years, just knowing you were somewhere in 
the solar system helped me keep going.” 

The answer surprised and touched Aleina. She rolled onto her side to look at 
him and saw tears in his eyes which brought on the unmistakable sensation of 
tears welling up in hers. She reached for his face with her left hand, gently pulled 
him closer, and kissed him. “You’re fuckin’ adorable... and that was really sweet,” 
she said as the tears escaped and streamed down her cheeks. 

Tommy kissed her tears, then her lips before saying with a broken voice, “I 
love you so much and now you’re making you cry, you dumb asshole.” 

Aleina laughed as more tears streamed down her face. “Now my nose is 
stuffed, you fuck!” 

“Tm the worst!” he said in a tearful chuckle. 

She wiped her eyes and nose with the back of her hand, then wiped the mess 
on Tommy’s shoulder. 

“Hey!” he protested. 

“I got that for you, treasure it,” she said in a stuffy-nosed voice. 

“Forever and ever,” he said sarcastically, trying to position his shoulder in a 
way where he could wipe it on her arm. 
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“Hey! Stop it! I gave that to you! No re-gifting!”’ 

He gave her a look of mock shock and said, “I would never 

She gave him a quick kiss on the lips before saying, “If you know what’s good 
for you.” 

“Oh, I do.” 

“Great,” she said, then leaned close to his ear and whispered loudly, “let’s do 
sex!” 

Tommy let out a high-pitch giggle, “That’s soooo romantic 

“You’re the romantic. I’m the warrior. I take what I want. Right now, that’s 
you.” 

“Right now? Oh, is that what I am to you? A sex toy?” 

“Yeah, now shut up, sex toy.” Aleina sprang up on her knees, rolled Tommy 
onto his back, and got on top of him. “Oh, yes. Now you’re mine!” she announced 
and it made them both giggle. Love is so strange, she thought, as they ripped at 
each others clothes. One minute you are crying and the next you are tearing off 
each other’s clothes. 


p? 


p? 


When they woke up in the morning, they were locked in a tight embrace; it 
made her feel both safe and afraid. She wondered if she’d ever get over such 
conflicting feelings. Aleina felt wonderful and terrible knowing how much she 
loved and needed Tommy. After a decade of independence, she didn’t want it to 
take her another decade before she got used to having him. 

“T love you,” Tommy whispered, catching her looking at him. 

Aleina kissed him, “I know. I love you too.” 

“I could do this for the rest of the day, but we have that thing to deal with,” he 
reminded her. 

She ran her fingers across his chest, tracing around the contours of his muscles 
and mounds of branding. “Yep.” 

“Thank you, my love,” he said with a wink and kissed her. 

“You’re welcome, my heart.” She kissed him back then pulled her head up. “I 
was just thinking... your number 1 was so good that I'll allow you to revise 2 and 
3 if you like,” she said, giving him a half-wink. 

“Thank you! I was just thinking I should have said your gigantic ears.” 

Aleina jumped up into a standing position over Tommy and yelled, “My ears 
are not gigantic!” 

Tommy pulled up his hands and held them several centimeters apart and made 
a large circle out of them. “Like a big... like huge... clouds of flesh, I swear.” 

She dropped down to her knees next to him, then punched him in the chest 
with both hands; he howled in pain and laughter. Aleina then straddled him, lifted 
her hands up in triumph, and said, “I win!” 

He laughed. “Win what?” 

She leaned over and kissed Tommy passionately then pulled back and looked 
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at him. He’ so fuckin’ cute, she thought. “I win everything!” She raised her hands 
up in triumph again. “I am a god!” she declared, then shouted, “Ahhhhh!” while 
pumping her fists in the air as if she was climbing a ladder, one arm after the other. 

He let out the little-boy laugh. “Wow. What got into you?” 

She gently poked him in the chest. “Well, first it was you.” He opened his eyes 
wide in fake surprise. “Yep, I know. I was surprised you could get it up, but you 
did and boy was I proud of you.” He smirked and snorted. “God, you’re sexy 
when you snort.” 

“I do my best.” 

“You tried... you surely tried to do your best,” she mocked him lovingly. 

Tommy pulled his hands up to his chest and pretended to grab his heart. 
“Ugh... this poor human man can only do so much with a wild beast.” 

“I know,” she said in a sweet voice, pretending to sympathize, “and my people 
are a very understanding race who don’t judge you little white boys too harshly, I 
promise. When I write about last night in my sex journal, I,” she leaned in to his 
right ear and whispered, “will tell a tale of a sex stallion.” 

“Yesssss,” he exclaimed, then attempted to make horse sounds with his mouth. 

Aleina cringed, “You are much better at sex than horse sounds.” 

“I’m gonna write that down in my sex journal.” 

“You have a sex journal, too?” she squealed, pretending to be shocked. 

“I did, but it’s full. Need to get another.” 

Aleina punched him in the chest. “Fuckin? liar!” 

“Ow! That’s where my heart is, you nut.” He cradled the wound. “I’m starting 
to fear I’m not going to survive the day with you.” 

“Aww, my baby,” Aleina kissed the spot where she’d hit him. “My baby.” She 
kept kissing his wound and then moved up his chest, to his neck. “I am sorry?” 

He laughed. “It’s a question?” 

She stopped the kissing, arched her back, looked down at him, made two fists, 
planted each at the side of her ribs, and put on a serious face. “I’m sorry,” she 
declared with authority. 

“Hmmm,” he said suspiciously. 

“Better? No?” 

“Go back to kissing me, and it will be better.” 

“Of course, my love.” She leaned in and gently kissed his lips. “I love you, 
Tommy,” she kissed him again, “always have,” and again, “always will.” Every 
word was as true as anything she ever said could ever be. 


They got dressed an hour later and helped each other put on Conextifome 
chest armor, easily hidden from view underneath their coveralls. It was Tommy’s 
idea to armor up considering there was no way to know how the people would 
react. Station security would of course do their best to keep weapons out of the 
hall, but there was no way to guarantee someone wouldn’t sneak something 
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through and attempt violence. Aleina wasn’t too worried knowing The Night crew 
would all be armed and armored but did consider asking the Major to join them, 
deciding against it due to the worry SYSPOL or the Militia would seize the 
opportunity and arrest the twins. 

When they finished gearing up, they left their quarters and went to Bear’s and 
found him busy getting ready himself. “You two fuck?” Bear asked while loading 
one of his handguns, without so much as looking at them. “Get all the nerves out, 
did ya?” 

“You ready?” Tommy asked, ignoring his big brother’s crudeness. 

“Ready for a fight, little brother.” This time he looked up at Tommy and 
flashed a dramatic smile. 

“We don’t want a fight, though, big brother.” 

“Blah, blah, blah I’m fuckin’ ready for one anyway. If you don’t prepare for a 
fight--“ 

“Then how do you expect to win one,” Tommy finished. 

“No. That’s not how it goes at all. That’s a cliche. I don’t do cliches. You 
know how much I hate cliches. That offends me... no, it’s “if you don’t prepare 
for a fight, then how can you ever expect to--‘... you know, on second thought, 
that is how it goes. I apologize. Apparently, I’ve been using a cliche.” Bear 
dropped his head in self-disappointment and sighed. 

“It’s okay, no one noticed because no one gives a fuck,” Aleina jabbed. 

“No, no, I give a fuck. I give a fuck,” Tommy said excitedly. 

“Correction, your dip-shit brother gives a fuck.” 

Bear laughed. “Yeah, and you’re fucking him! Who’s the dip-shit?” 

“Still you,” Aleina coughed. 

“What’s that?” he asked, probably pretending not to understand, she decided. 

“I said you’re an incredibly capable person,” she lied. 

Tommy giggled. “Fuck you laughing about?” Bear asked. “She just said the 
truest thing she’s ever said about me.” 

Aleina shook her head and said, ““You’re so dumb.” 

“Thank you!” Bear said proudly. “Now get out so I can get ready. Do 
something useful for once, the both of you. Scoot!” He shooed them out with his 
hands and they were both happy to leave. 

“What now?” Tommy asked once Bear had closed the door. 

“We should contact Markus, don’t you think?” she said to him. 

He seemed to think about it for a moment before saying, “You’re right, we 
should.” 


The screen flicked from its black waiting-screen to a clear picture of a heavily 
bearded Markus Hrafns wearing his white Federation officer’s coveralls--similar 
to the white coveralls she wore except the Ydalir Militia’s weren’t as tightly fit. 
She had not seen him in nearly 20-years, and he looked as imposing as his 
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reputation suggested. He was not the young man she’d last seen when Bear’s 
misidentification of his gender had brought him to tears--something her step- 
father had to explain to her at the time because she was too young to understand it. 
Seeing the huge beard on him now made her wonder if it was his armor--like how 
she tried to protect herself with outward confidence in an effort to be feared by 
those who judged her as different. Or youre trying to find commonality with 
someone you think feels the same hurt as you do, Aleina told herself, tossing aside 
the thought. A young confused girl’s memory wasn’t a fair assessment of him. 
This older Markus wasn’t anything like that young man and not like her now, or 
ever. 

“Hey, middle brother,” Tommy said to screen. 

There was a delay before Markus answered. “Lieutenant, it is good to see you. 
And you too, Colonel.” 

Always the professional, she thought. “You too, Captain,” she said, reminding 
herself they were technically at the same rank level, even though he was much 
older--a product of the Ydalir Militia promoting faster than the Federation. 

“I wanted to reach out to you now,” Tommy said. “I know you’re on your way 
and I think we need to time some things so we can all be ready to leave the 
moment you get here. I am going to hand you the device so you can return it to 
Earth with whoever wants to go with you... from my crew,” he looked at her, 
“and yours too, if they want.” 

Aleina shook her head, “I’m sure they want to return to Ydalir, whatever the 
consequences of that are, but I’ll stay with you wherever you go.” 

Tommy smiled and said, “Aww.” He then said to Markus, “How does that 
sound to you, middle brother?” 

After a delay, Markus said, “I am not going to debate the points now. We’ll 
discuss everything once I get there. However, I am taking possession of the 
device and have a secure-room for it, as per your request. You will have to explain 
more to me once we atrive.” 

“Understood. Will do. I have handwritten instructions just in case you need 
them. I don’t want to leave a digital imprint anywhere of it, so it’s on synthetic 
paper. But I’ll explain everything as needed. Anyway, it’s great to see you, middle 
brother. I very much look forward to seeing you in-person. It’s been too long.” 

“Same,” Aleina chimed in, “I look forward to seeing you.” Even if she had 
more to say, the delay and the security of the system meant they needed to be 
brief. 

“Solid copy. Take care, Lieutenant. Colonel.” And with that, Markus 
disconnected. 

“Always the long-winded conversationalist,” Aleina joked. 

Tommy chuckled. “He can be. But he’s gotten more sullen in his old age.” 

“I bet, but I look forward to seeing him again,” she said, “and to seeing the 
brothers together for once.” 
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There was much left to do and a long day ahead of them, but they decided to 
snuggle in their bunk for a little bit. As they did, Aleina considered it could be the 
last time they did so while Tommy was still considered the Savior of Earth. After 
this... who knew what they’d call him. Time was ticking down to the moment... 
and Aleina suddenly felt the doom return. Tick, tick, tick, tick... doom. Tick, tick, 
tick... doom. Her mind was drifting into the worst place possible... Aleina held 
Tommy tighter and waited for their love to push the darkness away. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
Sóley... the last 


Sóley rolled over in bed and bumped an elbow into the back of Dora’s 
sleeping head. She cringed, expecting Dora to spring awake, angry, but thankfully 
the only thing she did was stop snoring. Sóley pulled her arm back and tucked it 
underneath the pillow where her head rested... and stared into the darkness at the 
muted silhouette of her dearest. 

Since arriving at Miðgarður, they’d been arguing a lot. Most of it was about 
The Knife, some of it about Dani, but the past few days had been about them. 
Dora was not a fool and was sensing things were wrong between them. Even 
though Sóley did her best to hide it, the truth was somehow seeping out. And 
though she denied any problems existed, since leaving Ydalir, Sdley’s interest in 
keeping Dora around was... gone. The love she’d felt--the validity of which she’d 
once questioned--was over. Sóley didn’t know if it was because she’d needed 
Dora on Ý dalir and convinced herself it was love, or if she’d genuinely loved her, 
then lost the feeling due to their constant fighting. Does it really matter? I am 
trapped either way, whether I want to be with any of these people or not, she 
thought. The only person she felt any loyalty to was Dani... but if she was being 
honest with herself, she’d leave him behind too just to get away and be safe. 

Since the incident at the CO’s office, everything that could go wrong had and 
there was no reason to believe things were going to get better, no matter what The 
Knife was telling them. It all felt too... obvious or something, she couldn’t 
exactly place why. Dora trusted The Knife and her group of mercenaries, but 
Sóley felt it was because Dóra wanted what they were telling them to be true... 
without thinking through why it was too easy. This Branded By Fire character, if 
it was as powerful and all-knowing as The Knife made it out to be, could not 
possibly have their best interest in mind. When it was done with them, she 
decided, it would have absolutely no reason to keep them alive. They were a 
liability. How could Dora not see that? 

Every single time The Knife told them some new tale, Dora would nod 
confidently, accepting everything at face value. And every time The Knife talked, 
Sóley could see the lies or delusion pouring out of her mouth. Either The Knife 
was setting them up, or The Knife was being set up. And she knew Dani felt the 
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same way. But The Knife had all the power, followed by Dora. Dani and Sóley 
were simply passengers on a ride toward disaster... yet again. It seemed no matter 
what they did, how hard they fought to survive, to get out of the mess, something 
would come along to fuck up all of their efforts. 

Sóley knew more than ever that there was no fairness in the world. There was 
no guiding hand making sure things would work out in the end. They were on 
course toward something horrible and she was stuck having to pretend to be on 
the side of the people steering them toward it. Fuck the world. All she’d ever 
wanted was to live a safe and boring life. The one time she’d bucked the system, 
the only time she’d done something daring, the universe had turned its vicious eye 
on her. 

Sóley felt her mind opening up a flood of honesty. This might be the last quiet, 
boring, normal moment in my life. Here in the darkness, next to someone I cannot 
stand to be near anymore. The final comfort in her life was cruel. What had she 
done with that life? Why had she been so comfortable with middling success? At 
some point she’d been ambitious. Long ago, she’d cut people out of her life she 
felt wouldn’t create a momentum toward success, like Dora. But before this 
terrible adventure, for some reason, she’d stopped wanting things. It felt 
depressing and freeing to admit... she’d just stopped wanting things... including 
the success she’d once wanted so much. Why? Did it matter? Probably but if she 
hadn’t figured it out over the years it took to happen, she knew now was not the 
time to do it. It happened. And yet that lack of ambition drove a moment of 
desperation that ruined everything. If there was such a thing as destiny, then Sdley 
decided it was heartless. 

Maybe it wasnt all a waste, she thought, wanting to escape the negativity, 
suddenly feeling her mind deciding to fight back. Dani and her didn’t need to sit 
by and wait for something terrible to happen to them. Just because bad people 
were making plans, Sóley didn’t need to be a passengers on a journey to the bitter 
end. Even if she failed, even if her efforts amounted to nothing, Sdley decided that 
trying to stop the inevitable was better than waiting for it. 

She carefully rolled over and left their bed, then quickly put on the grey tech 
overalls The Knife had them all wearing. Sóley thought about putting on boots 
but decided they made too much noise and left them. She carefully tip-toed 
toward the bulkhead door and opened it. She was thankful the mechanism wasn’t 
loud enough to wake Dora but looked back to make sure. Yep, still sleeping. She 
exited the quarters and closed the door behind her. 

Sóley walked twenty meters down the hall to Dani’s quarters and rang the bell. 
A few seconds later, he opened the door, naked as a newborn. “Yeah?” 

“Oh no, Dani,” she said, covering her eyes. Please put something on. 

“Sorry,” he said in a groggy voice. “I was in a deep sleep.” He turned around 
to look back inside his quarters and almost fell over. 

“Have you been drinking?” she asked. 
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Dani turned his head and looked at her with squinted eyes. “No. Just tired. 
Was up late. Come on in,” he said, motioning her with his left arm while steading 
himself on the bulkhead with his right hand. Sóley could not help but notice he 
wasn’t stuttering. It wasn’t the first time. Whenever he drank too much, he’d 
suddenly lose it, or if he was extremely tired. It didn’t make much sense, to her it 
would seem being drunk or tired would make it worse. 

As she walked inside, Sóley noticed movement and recoiled. “Who the hell is 
that?” 

“S-sorry,” Dani said nervously, “1-1-it’s m-my f-friend.” 

Sóley saw a person roll out of the cot and stand up. Though the light from the 
hall didn’t reveal the person’s face, it was clear to Sóley the person in front of her 
was a woman... with very large breasts. “Hello?” she said to the clearly naked 
shadow. 

“Hey,” a woman’s voice replied from the darkness. “Mine ‘f I git me clo’?” the 
heavy-accented woman asked. 

Sóley wasn’t sure what the woman had said but replied, “Okay,” anyway. As 
the shadow turned around to seemingly pick up something off the ground, Dani 
turned the lights on, revealing the woman bent over, her full naked buttocks 
centimeters away from Soley’s fingers. Sóley spun around to face Dani, thinking 
the woman deserved her privacy, only to be violated by the sight of something she 
had never wanted: Dani’s large limp-dick flapping against his thigh as he quickly 
tried to cover it with his hands. “Oh no,” Sóley said, as she covered her eyes. 
“This is already the worst day ever.” 

“S-s-sorry, Cap!” Dani squealed. 

Suddenly a stash of blue-hair flew by Sóley as the woman rushed past her, still 
naked, holding a stack of clothes in her arms. She stopped in front of the naked 
Dani, spanked him on the buttocks, and said, “T’anks fer ‘thin’, then ran out into 
the hall. 

Sóley averted her eyes from Dani, staring out into the hall, now wanting to see 
any more of his dangling meat, and said, “Please put something on before I lose 
it.” 

“Y-yeah!” he said, then moved quickly to the back of the quarters, behind 
Sóley. She heard him throwing things around, cursing under his breath, for at least 
a full minute before he said, “S-s-sorry. I-I-I a-am d-dressed n-now.” He appeared 
in front of her in grey coveralls covered in various stains. “Wh-what’s up, Cap?” 

“Give me your report,” she told him, wanting to hear what he’d been doing 
with The Knife. 

“Y-yes, Cap. B-been c-crawling around in w-wa-walls and d-ducts, p-pl- 
planting c-c-cams, listening d-devices, and e-ex-ex-p-p-p-plosives,” he said, 
struggling mightily with the last word. 

“Where is this?” she demanded. 

“I d-don’t know, Cap. Th-the Knife b-blindfolds me b-before she I-lets me g- 
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g-go inside. She g-gives me a ma-map with ma-markers for wh-what to p-p-plant 
and where. All I know. I p-promise.” 

“What is she up to?” Sóley wondered out-loud. 

“It’s B-Branded’s p-plan.” 

“To get Tommy Raven.” 

“Y-y-yes.” 

“Have you seen or heard him or his people? At all?” 

“M-m-maybe. I th-think I s-saw the d-d-doc, w-with th-the b-big hair,” he 
said, making a gesture over his head indicating a lot more hair than he had. 

“That’s it? No sign of the rest of them? 

“N-no. But they’re here, n-no d-doubt.” 

“Did you tell your blue-haired friend any of this?” 

“I--” he started to say before cutting himself off. 

“Do you think she’s the type to talk?” 

Daní shrugged. “Sh-she’s a p-pirate.” 

Sóley thought for a moment... what if, “Is she a Tommy Raven fan?” 

“Isn’t ev-everyone?” 

Sóley shook her head. “I don’t think The Knife is. I don’t think Branded By 
Fire is either. And by the sound of what you’ve been doing, I don’t think the plan 
is to capture anyone. Something tells me... I have a feeling The Knife and her 
mercs are assassins not bounty hunters... and I think we ’re being set up.” 

Dani took the information in for a moment before saying, “I t-trust y-you Cap. 
So wh-what d-do we d-do?” 

Sóley placed a hand on Dani’s shoulder. “Lieutenant,” she said, using his rank 
to set them apart from the rest--they were militia not criminals--, “these will be my 
final orders to you, I promise. We have to somehow warn them without raising 
The Knife’s suspicion. We need your blue-haired friend to do it. And I need you 
to make it happen.” 
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 


Two-Scars... then nothing 


The hall is filling up too quickly, Two-Scars thought. Neutral Zone security 
was supposed to be checking every individual coming in for any type of weapon 
but, at the pace people were moving from the security-door into Hall H, there was 
no way they were being as thorough as she would have been. “Sarge,” she said 
over their team’s local-talk, “you sure station security can handle this?” 

“T’m sure they cant,” Bear responded. 

“Then let me go over there and double the security.” 

“Denied. Stay on our side of the line,” Bear told her--their side being the stage 
and all the way back toward their quarters. 

“This is fuckin’ stupid,” she told him. 

“I know. I’m sending Tone up front to get an eye-full. Leinee is on her way to 
you with Doc. You three flex your muscles and shit, scare the locals away if they 
get too close.” 

Great, she thought, thats what I need, the Colonel who only calls me 
Jackson... and Doc, who has probably never even been in a fight in her entire life. 
“Lucky me,” she replied sarcastically. “Thanks so much for the support.” 

“You ’re welcome!” he said cheerfully. 

Two-Scars caught movement to her left, looked that way, and saw the Colonel 
and Doc Robin walking toward her at a relaxed pace. When they got to her the 
Colonel said, “Bear says you need help?” 

It took effort to not laugh at the Colonel; she wanted to but didn’t know the 
Colonel well enough to be the same type of confrontational asshole she could be 
with Bear... or Antonus for that matter. Instead, she pit her tongue and said, “I’m 
sure I can find use for you.” Two-Scars realized immediately, though she was 
trying to be diplomatic, it came off as confrontational. She cringed, then said, 
“Sorry. Glad to have you.” 

The Colonel let out a quick chuckle, then said, “Don’t worry about it, Jackson. 
I heard you on local-talk. You’re right. Bear should have let you go up there 
considering you’re the one with the concern. Antonus, no matter how capable he 
is, won’t be looking for whatever you are worried about.” 

Two-Scars was surprised and impressed by the response. The Colonel 
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understood why sending Antonus instead of her was the wrong move... which 
made sense considering the Colonel commanded an entire ship of personalities 
while Bear was only actually in charge of two people. The Colonel appreciated 
the skill-sets of the people under her command while Bear mostly just liked to 
hear himself think out-loud. “Thanks, Colonel, I appreciate the vote of 
confidence.” 

“You don’t have to call me Colonel. I think we’re all well past formalities 
now. You know what I know... what everyone will soon know. After that, I don’t 
know that ranks will matter much. This here is the beginning of the end, Jackson.” 

“If formalities as to be discarded, then call me Two-Scars.” 

The Colonel flashed her a look of judgment, then said, “Why do you use that 
name? I gotta be honest with you, I hate giving Bear ammunition or credit for 
being mean to you. He didn’t give you that nickname as an honor. Just being 
honest with you, I don’t mean to offend.” 

Two-Scars felt anger boiling up but simmered it down quickly. It wasn’t the 
Colonel’s fault that she felt this way. She had not explained the situation to her. 
“Bear gave me the name, as I told you months ago, but I took it as my strength, 
not because he made me feel like I deserved it. I earned it on my terms. I told 
them to call me it. Bear had already decided to stop calling me it.” 

The Colonel nodded. “I see... well, you can call yourself whatever you like, 
and if that’s what you want to be called, then I have no reason to call you anything 
else, Two-Scars.” 

It sounded so nice to hear the Colonel finally use her name. “Thanks, 
Colonel.” 

“Hey now,” Doc Robin said, “I thought we were dropping the formalities.” 

“Oh,” Two-Scars said, “of course. Sorry... uhh, what should I call you?” 

“Aleina is fine. Iravani is fine. The Hrafns family calls me Leinee but it’s not 
necessarily a nickname I’d choose to be called.” 

So she had a nickname she doesn t particularly love, Two-Scars thought. No 
wonder she had an aversion to nicknames. “If you’re calling me Two-Scars, then 
Pd be more than happy to call you Aleina.” 

Aleina stuck our her hand to shake and Two-Scars accepted it. “Nice to meet 
you,” the older woman said. 

“Hi, I’m Robin,” Doc said, extending her hand for them both. 

“We know who you are,” Two-Scars said laughing. “We already call you 
that!” 

“I was just feeling a bit left out,” Robin said. “Was trying to be cool like you 
ladies.” 

Two-Scars slapped Doc Robin on the back, “Dammit, Robin! You’re the 
coolest of us! Whoever told you differently is an idiot.” 

“T concur,” Aleina said with a wink. 

“T always knew it,” Doc Robin said with a smile, “I just didn’t want to seem 
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braggy.” 
“Brag away, it’s better than listening to Bear invent reason after endless reason 


why he’s awesome or whatever idiotic thing his brain is telling him these days,” 
Two-Scars said, half-joking. She’d never admit it, but she loved the old guy even 
if he had been a limp-dick to her throughout the probationary period. He was still 
a member of her team... and had saved her life. Plus, when he wasn’t being a full- 
on idiot, he was a funny one. 

Aleina laughed, “You know him well.” 

“Oh, you two,” Robin protested, “he’s a cute little cuddly guy who just doesn’t 
know how to tell either of you how much he loves you.” Aleina and Two-Scars 
both looked at each other in silence for a few moments... then, as if on cue, 
pantomimed putting a finger down their throats and throwing up. “Very funny!” 
Robin said in a motherly scolding voice. “He does love you both!” 

“Stop before I really throw up,” Aleina said between fake-vomits. 

“You’re out of your mind, Doc,” Two-Scars told her. “You big softy.” 

Robin let out a deep sigh and said, “I am. I really am.” Two-Scars and Aleina 
looked at each other again and, without saying anything, burst out into laughter as 
if there had been some deep inside joke between them. “What did I say?” Robin 
asked in a surprised voice. It only made them laugh more. “What? What is so 
funny? Is there something in my teeth?” she asked, making them laugh even more. 
“I don’t get it.” 

Two-Scars didn’t get it either but for some reason Aleina and her were in some 
kind of weird barely-know-each-other sync. It suddenly made her mad they hadn’t 
had a real, meaningful interaction until now, and she found herself staring at 
Aleina’s smiling face... lost in the thought of what could have been, what could 
still be. It was in the moment that Two-Scars noticed a curious movement at her 
periphery and turned to see a tall, thin, blue-haired woman moving quickly toward 
the stage. Two-Scars immediately reacted with her training and held up a hand 
indicating the woman should stop. The blue-haired woman didn’t comply, only 
flashing a confused smile, revealing several missing front teeth. “Stop!” Two- 
Scars barked when she realized the woman wasn’t going to respond to the hand 
gesture. 

The blue-haired woman did, a meter short of the red line. In a voice loud 
enough to be heard over the noise of the hall, she said, “Hi, hi! You’re wid da 
Night, right? Da new kid, right?” 

“Yes, I am,” Two-Scars told the woman. 

“Listen, I was out wid some’n cute lil’ gint ‘bout some weeks back. He tol’ me 
da pirate he come wid is gon’ get Tommy Raves. She lookin’ fo’ a fight. I din’ pay 
no mind ‘til I saw him ‘n frien’s walkin’ in dis hall he’.” 

Two-Scars’s recognized the woman’s dialect as one used by some of the 
pirates... her alertness amplified. “Hold on. Slow down for me, okay? Who are 
you talking about and what do you mean by looking for a fight?” 
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“He says da pink haired pirate comin’ to colle’t on Tommy Raves. I knows her 
too. Seen her befo’. Dey call her da Knife n’ der’s no how she shoul’ made it on 
dis Nooter Zone. Knife’s on all dem lis’ da police got.” 

Two-Scars was having a difficult time understanding the woman through her 
teeth and dialect but she caught some of it clearly. “Wait, you said they’re 
planning to collect. What are the planning to collect?” 

“Rewar’. Big boun’y.” 

“What fuckin’ bounty? There’s no bounty. Who told you that?” Two-Scars 
demanded. 

“He call his-self Ingi but hear’ his frien’s callin’ him Dany so...” 

Aleina leaned in, “Is this man here?” 

“Some’ ere,” the woman said, then turned around and scanned the area. “I 
loves Tommy Raves, don’ wan’ none hurtin’ him,” she said while looking around 
the room. After a few seconds past without finding what she was looking for, the 
woman hopped up and down several times before pointing excitedly at a group 
huddled in the middle of the mass of people. “Dats dem!” 

“Easy!” Aleina warned the woman. “Don’t let them see you.” 

Two-Scars quickly caught sight of what the woman was pointing at and saw 
some in that group looking back her way. One of the members of the group stood 
out with what looked like short strip of bright pink hair in the middle of an 
otherwise shaved head. A second after noticing the pink haired one, the woman 
caught her eyes. “I think it’s too late, they’ve already seen us.” 

“Tommy!” Aleina said, speaking on the comms. “Tommy! Dammit, I’m not 
getting him. Hey, Bear. Antonus?” She waited a few seconds, then said to Two- 
Scars, “You try them, I’m getting nothing.” 

Two-Scars turned up the feedback volume on the comms, then broadcast to all 
their channels with her call-sign-of-the-day, “Command, Epsilon, priority alert, 
we may have a situation.” No one answered... and she noticed there was no 
feedback from the channel either. She turned to Aleina and said, “I think someone 
is jamming our comms.” 

“Fuck. We have to get to Tommy,” Aleina said and moved toward the stage. 

Two-Scars looked at the woman and said, “Thank you. Find a safe spot,” then 
turned to follow Aleina who was already in a full sprint toward the stage. Two- 
Scars ran as fast as possible to catch up and made it 10 meters before a loud 
explosion to the right knocked her to the ground, disorienting her for a few 
seconds. Two-Scars quickly found her bearings and rolled up onto her knees 
where she quickly became aware of a mass movement and shouting voices but 
couldn’t make out specifics. She looked toward the stage, saw Aleina getting up, 
and called out, “You okay?” She got her answer a moment later when Aleina 
winced in pain, grabbing for her right shoulder. “You okay?” she shouted again 
but received no response. Two-Scars looked around for Doc and realized she was 
lying right next to her. “I think Aleina is hurt,” she told Robin. 
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“T see her,” Doc Robin said, then got up off the ground and ran toward the 
injured Aleina, dodging a number of people who were now running back and forth 
past the red line. 

Two-Scars looked toward the area of the stage where she last saw the brothers 
and made out what appeared to be Bear pushing people back away from his side 
of the red line. “Bear, you hear me, you fuckin’ limp-dick?” she said over the 
local-talk but there was still no response. Someone was definitely jamming their 
comms... Two-Scars knew she needed to get to her people quickly and stood up, 
then took off toward Bear. She had made it a few meters when she saw something 
fly through the air from the middle of the room. It took her a second to realize 
what it was... “Fragmentation grenade! Everyone down!” she shouted at the top 
of her lungs, then dived to the ground. She had just barely gotten into the prone 
position when there was a loud boom, followed by screams and people crying out 
in pain. That was followed by a strange moment of quiet... before a single 
gunshot rang out in the hall. A second later three more shots. And then a volume 
of fire that sounded like everyone in the entire hall had opened fire. “Fuck me!” 
she said in an unnerved reaction to the sudden madness around her. Two-Scars 
wanted to hide, knowing she had very little body armor on and no helmet to 
protect her from bullets... but instead she ignored the fear, got up, and ran toward 
Bear. With bullets whizzing by in all directions, she quickly got to where she 
thought Bear was and found him lying on his back. She slid on her knees and 
stopped just short of his torso. “You okay?” 

“Fuck, no. I’m hit!” 

“Where?” 

He reached over with his left hand and covered his right ribcage, “Here.” 

“Fuck! We need to get you to Doc, let me help you,” she said, extending her 
hand. 

Bear grabbed hers with his and pulled her close, then yelled, “Virginia, okay?” 

Him saying her birth name made no sense. “What?” 

“The cat’s name is Virginia!” 

She was stunned, unsure why he was telling her the cat’s name now, and 
startled by the name. Her brain wanted her to say many things but, “Why?” was 
the only thing that made it to her lips. 

Bear, still holding her hand, looked deep into her eyes and yelled, “I’m sorry. 
About everything. I should have been nicer to you. You’re awesome. I suck. 
Please don’t hold it against the cat, okay? Will you take care of it for me?” 

It was too much, too fast, and Two-Scars could barely process it all. 
Emotionally, her body wanted to cry, but the warrior stepped in to remind her that 
they were in the middle of a battle. “Fuck you. Get up. You’re going to be fine. 
We need to help--” There was a momentary realization the world had turned 
black, then nothing. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
Aleina... the brook 


Aleina was aware of being dragged. At first she couldn’t piece together what 
had happened prior to the moment. She remembered being in the hospital with the 
twins... and later with Tommy... at some point there was a discussion about a 
cat... she remembered Bear walking around with scratches on his arms... but she 
couldn’t figure out if all those things had happened recently or over a span of 
many days. What she could remember, what felt most recent, was running... 
running to Tommy... then something hit hard and put her down. Aleina couldn’t 
remember getting up but she remembered going down again. Stop worrying about 
what happened and focus on now, she told herself. I’m being dragged. I can hear 
noises... very distant, muffled noises... like I’m underwater. But I’m definitely not 
underwater... I’m breathing. Was there an explosion? What are these noises? 
Aleina tried to focus on the muffled sounds... and felt them slowly change... 
growing louder by the second until they became almost deafening. Now more 
aware of being conscious, Aleina finally thought, Open your eyes. She was 
looking up and at the back-end of... Who is that? Doc Robin?, she squinted and 
focused on the hair... Thick. Long. Red. Yep, Doc. Robin was struggling to pull 
her into what appeared to be the corridor leading to their quarters. “Hey, Doc,” 
she said plainly, “what’s going on?” but her words were drowned out by the 
volume of nearby noises. “Doc!” she said louder. 

Robin stopped and turned around. “You’re awake!” she shouted. “You’re 
heavier than I thought you would be!” 

Aleina could tell Robin was pulling her by the collar of her coveralls and 
yelled, “Let go! Help me up!” 

“Okay!” Robin shouted, then let go, wrapped both arms around Aleina’s torso 
and tried to lift her. 

She had barely begun to move upward when Aleina was struck by a shock of 
pain shooting down her left shoulder, across her chest, into her right hand, and 
down her right leg. “Shit, that hurts!” she yelled. 

“Sorry!” Doc said. 

“It’s fine, just get me up,” Aleina said, and tried to help by pushing off with 
her left leg but quickly realized she lacked the strength and stopped, causing her 
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body to sag and Doc to lose grip. Aleina hit the ground hard on her tail-bone and 
groaned. 

“Sorry again!” 

“Fuck it, just drag me, Doc!” Aleina said, giving up. Without another word, 
Robin grabbed the back of the coveralls again, and pulled. Aleina, resigned to 
being dragged, took the moment to scan the scene in front. The stage mostly 
obscured her view of what was going on in the hall but she could see several 
bodies on the ground and streams of blood being pulled toward the outer hull 
where it was starting to create a river against the side. It caused Aleina sudden and 
overwhelming fear: Where is Tommy? 

“Almost there!” Doc shouted, and Aleina could feel her body turning left, and 
she could see at her periphery the opening of the entry into the corridor. A few 
more pulls from Robin and they were inside and the sounds from the hall changed 
into tinny echoes. Doc kept dragging her, away from the entry, pulling her body 
into a sitting position up against the wall near the T-section, roughly five meters 
away from the entry. Robin then kneeled in front of her and said, “Stay here. I 
need to grab some medical equipment from my quarters, okay?” 

“I copy.” 

“Excellent,” Doc said, then stood up, and rushed past Aleina’s left around the 
corner toward their quarters. 

Aleina realized her tail-bone hurt so she tried to shift to get away from the 
pain. As she did, the world around her tilted strangely, causing her to lose balance 
and fall on her left side, the impact shooting a severe pain through her wounded 
arm. She let out a loud cry, then said, “I’m a fuckin’ idiot!” It was fast becoming 
clear that her wounds were severe enough that almost any effort could cause her to 
lose consciousness... and now she was stuck lying on her bad side where even 
breathing made the pain worse. “Hey, Doc?” she called out in a feeble voice, in an 
attempt to get Robin to hurry it back so she could lift her up... but there was no 
response. “Doc?” she tried again, this time as loud as she dared without causing 
her more pain than necessary. 

“I’m coming!” Robin’s voice shouted from down the corridor. A few seconds 
later Aleina heard feet moving quickly, followed by Doc sliding down onto her 
knees in front of her and dropping what looked to be a medical bag on the floor. 
“Oh, dear, you fell over?” 

“Seems so,” Aleina replied. 

“Let me help you up,” Robin said, putting a hand underneath her right arm, 
and gently pulled her up. Once Aleina was back in the sitting position, Doc pulled 
from the bag what looked like an adreno-shot, said, “This is epinephrine,” and 
plunged it into Aleina’s thigh. “It should help get the blood flowing better, get 
your some strength back.” 

“Thanks, Doc,” Aleina said, then felt her hands shaking and looked at them. 
“Ts this normal?” she said, holding up both hands. 
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Robin was grabbing something from her bag and took only a quick glance. 
“It’s possible you are more sensitive to epinephrine than some. I wouldn’t worry 
about it,” she said, returning back to the bag, rummaging through it for a bit 
before retrieving platelets, bandages, and another shot. “I got this, it will help with 
the pain but could make you a little loopy. Your choice.” 

Aleina was more than happy to be loopy if it helped with the pain. “Give it to 
me,” she demanded and waited for the drugs. As she did, Aleina heard a thick 
clanking sound... from somewhere down the corridor and it brought her back to 
the moment she was waiting by the Independence airlock... so long ago... right 
before the battle that killed most of her crew. 

“Enjoy!” Doc Robin sang before administering the shot. “Let me know if you 
feel strange... or stranger than you should, I may need to give you more 
epinephrine.” 

“Got it, Doc!” 

“Going to put the platelets in your shoulder wound to close it up, then bandage 
your head too, it has a bunch of puncture wounds that could get infected.” 

Aleina didn’t feel any pain in her head but was fine with... the Doc... 
bandaging whatever... she was having trouble thinking... Aleina looked right, 
away from Robin, and out through the corridor entry from where sounds were still 
coming. As her eyes scanned the vacant view, the hull and entry seemed to move 
like a wave, then settle back to normal. Oh wow, I’m already loopy, she thought as 
Robin pushed something against her wounded shoulder. Well, it doesn t hurt 
anymore so the drugs are working. 

“You okay over there?” Doc asked. 

“Surely,” Aleina answered, rolling the word through her mind. Surely. Surely. 
Surly. Burly. Curly. Curly. Curly. Tommy has curly hair. I wonder if he would like 
me with curly hair again. 

“Good. No pain?” 

“Nah. I’m tough,” Aleina said, followed by an escaping giggle. “I don’t know 
why I laughed,” she admitted. 

“I may have given you too much,” Doc said. 

“Noooo. Right amount,” Aleina told her. 

“Great.” 

“What the hell got me anyway?” she asked. “I thought... I was wearing 
armor...” 

“By the looks of it,” Doc told her as she pushed on the shoulder, “someone 
used something high-grade to penetrate. Someone spent a lot of effort to do this.” 
Who? Why? Her mind wanted to ask more questions but doubted Doc had 

answers. They were all ambushed somehow. “That’s not good.” 

“No. Okay, I’m done stopping the bleeding in your shoulder, going to wrap 
your head and then--” 

Before Doc could finish the sentence, a noise startled Aleina, focusing her 
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eyes on a large blob of blue in the entryway. She quickly realized it was Bear 
carrying a lifeless body over his shoulder, a head and arms dangling over his 
bloodied torso. “Doc! I need you!” he cried. “Two-Scars is hit! It’s all my fault! 
Help her, okay?” Aleina was even more startled to see tears in his eyes. 

“Over there!” Doc Robin told him, pointing at the wall opposite of where 
Aleina was sitting. “Put her down there and P11 help her.” Bear moved quickly to 
where Robin pointed and gently placed Two-Scars’s body on the ground. Doc got 
down on both knees next to the young officer and started checking her vitals. 

“Mother fucker,” Bear muttered as he stood up and grabbed his chest. 

“You okay?” Doc Robin asked without looking up. 

“Don’t worry about me, take care of her,” he told Doc. 

“You... hit?” Aleina asked. 

Bear turned around and looked at Aleina as if he had just noticed her. “Hey, 
Leinee. I’m... I’m okay, I think. You?” 

“Fucked up. But on pretty kicking drugs so can’t complain,” she said with a 
smile. 

At that exact moment, Tommy burst into the room at full speed as bullets 
impacted the entrance. “Fuck! It’s insane out there,” he said as he put his back 
against the wall near the entrance. “And I didn’t even sing my song!” He noticed 
Aleina and his eyes grew big. “You okay?” he said with a worried tone, then 
rushed over to her side, dropping to one knee in front of her. 

“I got hit but Doc stopped the bleeding. Ill be okay,” Aleina told him. She 
didn’t know if she felt okay but having him there made her feel better... even if 
she was noticing colors fading... and her vision blurring. That’ not a good sign, 
she told herself as a wave of nausea hit. 

“You don’t look okay,” Tommy said in a concerned voice. 

“I left a bandage over there,” Doc Robin told him while continuing to work on 
Two-Scars, “wrap her head for me?” 

Tommy look around, saw the bandage, picked it up, and said, “Got it!” He 
then looked at Aleina for a moment before leaning in to kiss her, then said, “I love 
you.” 

“I love you too, dummy,” she replied. “But stop with the worrying looks, 
okay? I’m going to be fine.” She felt another wave of nausea and added, “I’m 
probably going to be fine.” 

“You better,” he told her as he started to wrap her head with the bandage, 
randomly kissing her forehead and face as he did. 

“You wrapping or kissing?” she asked with a giggle. 

“I’m versatile, I can do both,” he told her. 

“Hand me epinephrine,” she heard Doc Robin say. 

“Right,” Bear responded, “it’s... this?” With Tommy in front of her, Aleina 
couldn’t see what was happening, but the rummaging sounds coming from their 
direction told her Bear was going through Robin’s medical bag. 
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“Nope,” Doc answered. 

There was more rummaging, then Bear said, “This one!” 

“Give me the bag!” Doc said in an exasperated voice. “Look. This one! You 
should know this. I’ve given you like twenty of these over the years.” 

“Sorry, Doc,” Bear said, “I’m just stressed, you know? It’s my fault she’s 
down. I thought I was dead and was feeling sorry for myself. I’m a mess right 
now.” 

“You're such a big softy, you big softy,” Doc said and chuckled. “She’s going 
to be fine. She’ll be awake soon, her body went into a tiny little shock and shut 
down. Go wipe your tears so she doesn’t make fun of you.” 


Aleina heard a metallic sound before she saw what looked like a grenade 
rolling on the ground, coming from the airlock-side of the corridor, headed for 
Two-Scars, Doc Robin, and Bear. She had a moment to think, Who the hell is 
over on that side? I didn t see anyone pass me, before she caught Bear jumping up 
toward it, then kicking the grenade toward the opening into Hall H. Aleina 
watched the grenade hit Bear’s foot, bounce through the air, hit the entryway 
bulkhead, and roll backward. 

“Shit!” Bear shouted. 

“Get rid of it!” Doc Robin yelled. 

“Got it!” Tommy said as he picked it up... the world seemed to slow for 
Aleina as she caught his head turning ever slightly her way, then his arms made a 
flexing motion as he hunched over and--oh Leinee-- 

Tommy woke her with a kiss by the brook. Aleina tasted his familiar breath 
and liked it. When he pulled away, the sun was behind him revealing a dark 
silhouette in front of her. When he moved his head, the sun struck her eyes and 
she looked away from the blinding rays, turning left, where she saw the water 
cascading down small rust-brown rocks near the valley of the meadow. The sound 
was as sweet as Tommy’s kiss, and Aleina allowed a feeling of happiness to wash 
over her. 

She closed her eyes, wanting to save the pleasure of it in her memory... for 
somewhere in her heart, their clock was ticking... down... down.. down to the 
end... 

But Aleina felt she could live in this world with Tommy forever. 

Never... open your eyes. Hold him; kiss him; stay by our brook forever. 

She smelled the smoke and the breakfast meat burning. She remembered when 
he hunted the prey, when he made the luring. The cut of the knife across the thick 
hide near its belly. How he bled, the dead, their love, bright, drowning dread of 
late. How the bitter smell entered her nostrils and choked her breath. How the heat 
intensified until she could not longer bare it. 

But... Tommy. We didn t wake up next to the brook. You woke me up this 
morning with a kiss, in a cot, in a bed where we made love the night before. I am 
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the wanting the hunted the caught. You are my warrior soul, bled dry by a hunger 
for... the ending... the never ever ending ember dread of doom... doom... doom... 

why am I so scared here with you in our place? Where dreams and memories exist 
for eternity... 

The smell was becoming stronger, and the sound of the water cascading down 
the rocks intensified. She turned her head and saw it was dark... black... brown... 
red... like the river by the bulkhead in the hall. What is happening? Aleina tried 
to open her eyes but couldn’t. She could feel the suffocating smell of death 
building... taking the breath from her. The rushing water now sounded as if it was 
breaking over the rocks... Jt will drown us, Tommy. Tommy! 

Panic set in. Open your eyes! Open your fuckin’ eyes, now! Open them. 
Something is wrong! Aleina tried but couldn’t. She tried to reach out for Tommy, 
but her hands found only the water... only the wetness, too thick to be right, warm 
and... She tried to speak, but no words escaped. She felt something enter her 
mouth... salty and thick and... 

Aleina lurched up into a sitting position and was back in the corridor, back at 
the Neutral Zone, smoke all around. It took a moment to shake a haze from her 
mind... but then she saw it... a lake of... red... and something at her periphery... 
foreign... strange. Aleina turned her head... it looked... impossible. Azure 
coveralls ripped apart. And flowing to her... so much red. Aleina shut her eyes, 
afraid, but the rage of the painfully expected took hold and demanded, Open your 
fuckin eyes and see what the world of doom has in store for you! 

Aleina did... and... her heart did not want it... No... but it was real... No... 
Tommy’s body riddled with holes and burns. No! Her eyes... soul... did not want 
to look higher... but the sound of the river’s source, compelled her... God please 
don t! Aleina took a deep breath and looked... at what was left of Tommy. Not 
this! No face... a deep black hole... with blood pouring out. 

Aleina’s anguish and horror escaped in a flood of tears and a silent scream, her 
lungs unable to let anything out but pain. 

She remained this way, frozen in an eternity of horror... tears falling down her 
cheeks, chin, crashing down on her uniform... mouth agape in a voiceless cry of 
the finality before her. 

Forever passed before she heard a quick-paced march coming from the 
quarters section. A fleeting irrational hope ran through her and she tried to turn her 
head to look left but the effort was too much and she fell over on her left side. A 
moment later, a black robo-skel rounded the corner with four heavily armed and 
armored individuals, two on each side of it, their chest-plates painted with the 
image of a caged raven over a fire. The robo-skel stooped at what Aleina realized 
was Bear’s tattered body on top of Two-Scars. The robo-skel stood there for a few 
seconds studying them, quickly turned right, walked to Tommy’s body, and said, 
“So it begins,” then marched forward into the great hall with its group. A second 
later Aleina heard a booming voice echo through the walls as if speaking through 
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the entire station: 

“I am Tommy Raven, the Savior of Earth! The Knife In Your Belly and her 
terrorists just killed the crew of The Night, including my brother! I came here to 
tell you the truth about me and so here it is: I am the un-killable, all-seeing, all- 
knowing providence. Henceforward, I will be inside your hearts, your minds, your 
eyes, your souls. I am the unleashed, a universal righteousness of justice and 
punishment. I will hunt these murderers down now! Stand in my way and be 
punished. Disperse and you will not be harmed. To those who join, you will be 
rewarded. But to The Knife In Your Belly and her terrorists... you will feel the 
wrath of a God... and my Army of Ravens!” 
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 


Two-Scars... wrapped up 


Two-Scars woke up to severe pain in her back and the overwhelming smell of 
smoke, charred meat, and burnt explosive fusing. She tried to remember where 
she was... what she last remembered... when she last remembered it. Hall H... 
Aleina... Aleina needs my help. And Bear. As memories were returning, it became 
clear there was a heavy weight on top of her. She forced her eyes open and saw a 
white ceiling and a blur of azure blue to her right. She turned her eyes toward the 
blur until it became SYSPOL coveralls, a shoulder... Bear’s matted hair, burnt 
and bloody. “Sarge?” she said in a voice she could barely hear. “You okay?” 
There was no answer... and it was clear now something was wrong with her 
hearing, as if her eardrums were damaged. Nothing I can do about that now, she 
thought, gotta figure out what is going on. “Hey, Sarge?” Nothing. “Bear? 
Buddy? You okay?” No answer. Two-Scars realized her right arm was trapped 
underneath his chest but her left was free, so she wrapped it around his back... 
and felt immediate wetness. She instinctively knew: Blood... lots of it. She slowly 
moved her hand through the blood and felt the fabric of the coveralls disappear as 
her fingers found ripped flesh... and exposed meat. “Oh no... Bear? Please be 
okay.” This time she heard her voice better and could make out more... distant but 
loud sounds of screams and shooting. But closer still... she heard the sound of 
someone sobbing... and asked, “Who is there?” but there was no answer. “Hey, 
who is near me?” Again, no answer but the sobbing intensified. “I hear you... 
okay? I want to help but I’m kind of a mess over here. Who is there?” she asked 
and waited. 

After a time a soft tired voice answered, “Aleina.” 

“You okay?” 

There was the sound of a deep breath being taken, followed by a weak, “No.” 

“I’m going to try and help you, okay?” Two-Scars said, then tried to push Bear 
with her free arm but struggled to find enough leverage to move his weight off 
her. After several tries, she realized it was pointless to keep trying and instead 
shifted to squirming her body out from under his by twisting her torso left, then 
kicking up with her feet. It took several attempts but after a few she was able to 
move just enough for Bear’s body to roll slightly onto his left side giving her a 
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chance to get mostly free of him. Though Two-Scars’s right arm was still 
underneath his body, she was able to use more of her weight to pull it free. Once 
unburdened, she was able to look up and better see Bear’s back; it was covered in 
wounds. She sat up, intending to try and stop the bleeding, and saw the full scope 
of the horror. 

A few meters away was Eylifur lying on his right side in a pool of blood, 
facing Aleina, who was on her left facing him, bandaged and bloody, crying. Two- 
Scars turned her eyes left and realized Doc Robin was a meter away from her... 
face down, coveralls riddled with holes much like Bear... her left hand still 
clutching an unused bandage. Two-Scars took time to look at each of her 
shipmates, trying to see if anyone was breathing... Eylifur... Doc Robin... 
Bear... any sign of life... any movement... but there was nothing. Her mind 
became a rush of thoughts, emotions, and disbelief. She needed to know... but 
was afraid to... You have to do it, she thought, you have to do it. Her hand 
searched for Bear’s neck, then her fingers found the artery, and waited for a pulse. 
It took her inner voice, acceptance, seconds to catch up to what her mind already 
knew... then a rush of grief pummeled her with a hurt like nothing she had ever 
felt, taking her over with such unexpected grief that somewhere inside a part of 
her was aware Two-Scars had lost control of her body... then she doubled over on 
top of Bear, a nearly soundless scream crying out for him. A struggling for breath 
followed as her lungs fought for air, while tears escaped unabated carving a trail 
of loss through her scars, down her chin, and all over her Bear. Two-Scars could 
no longer hear anything going on in the room or outside, only the sound of her 
heartbreak. She wrapped Bear in her arms the best she could... and buried her 
face his coveralls and wept more... and screamed, the sorrow so powerful she was 
unable to take back control. 

Time became lost... she had no idea how long she held Bear... it could have 
been seconds, minutes, hours... there was no meaning to it... but Two-Scars 
became aware of her voice repeating, “I’m so going to miss you,” over and over. 
A voice inside suddenly came forward and ordered her to stop. It startled her but 
she was able to pull herself away from Bear and stop crying. Two-Scars looked 
down at him and fought the need to cry more... instead she leaned in to his right 
side, turned his head slightly, and kissed his bloodied cheek... grateful his eyes 
were closed. He looked as if sleeping... and though it shouldn’t have mattered, it 
helped. 

Two-Scars found the strength to leave Bear to check Doc Robin for a pulse... 
but there was none. Another wave of sadness enveloped her and she leaned in and 
kissed Doc on the cheek. “I’m so sorry, Robin. I’m so sorry.” She felt an urge to 
hurry and tried to get up to walk over to Eylifur but lacked the strength and fell to 
her knees. She tried again and failed again. Accepting she could not walk, Two- 
Scars began to crawl on her knees. She thought about going to Eylifur’s side, but 
the pool of blood around him changed her mind. It had been awful enough seeing 
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Bear and Robin dead, she did not want... Two-Scars felt the tears building up and 
she knew she needed to fight a new wave of grief off. Stop thinking about it, she 
told herself. Get to Aleina. She’ alive. Deal with the losses later. Do your job. 
She pushed forward and got to Aleina’s side as quickly as possible. Two-Scars 
took the woman’s bloodied and bandaged face in her hands and asked, “You 
okay? Do you know happened?” 

“That fuckin’ robo-skel fucker tossed a fuckin’ frag at us. Bear jumped on top 
of you and Tommy... he picked it up and...” Aleina was unable to finish the 
sentence as her throat closed with a whimper. 

Bear died trying to protect me... a fuckin’ robo-skel did this? “Our robo-skel? 
The one we lost at Excelsior?” she asked. 

Aleina nodded. “Same. Spoke with Tommy’s voice. It wasn’t alone. Four 
humans.” Aleina made a fist and punched herself in the forehead, “I can’t believe 
this is real.” She looked into Two-Scars’s eyes as tears streamed down her face 
and said, “What the fuck is going on? Why are they dead?” 

“T have no idea, Aleina. I’m so confused,” Two-Scars said, then looked around 
her surroundings to try and see evidence of what happened, how things had 
played out. As her eyes scanned the room, she made sure to avoid looking directly 
at Eylifur’s body, too afraid of what she might see... too afraid to accept he was 
dead. Looking at her charred surroundings didn’t illuminate anything, but she was 
aware of her hearing improving... absorbing more of what was going on outside 
in the hall. Two-Scars could make out screams, gunfire... and the sound of 
running feet coming closer. Feet coming closer? “Shit. I need a weapon!” she said 
as she patted her side for the sidearm. “Where’s your gun?” 

Before Aleina could answer, Antonus burst into the room, sweaty and out of 
breath. “What happened?” he demanded, then, seeing the carnage in front of him, 
said, “No, no, no...” as he stood in shock over Eylifur. He then rushed over to 
Bear and turned him over. “Oh no, no, no, no... Bear.” There was a short pause, 
then he said, “Doc too?” 

Two-Scars hated it. Somehow Antonus being there made it even more real as 
if their shared loss doubled the pain she already felt. She wanted to go over to 
him, wanted to say something, but she couldn’t bring herself to move... she 
simply stayed still holding Aleina’s face in her hands, not knowing what else to 
do, not daring to turn around to look at Eylifur, still confused and scared, equally 
troubled and comforted having Antonus there... 

After a time of staring at Aleina’s grief-stricken face, Two-Scars decided they 
had to do something... they could not stay there. “What is happening out there, 
Tone?” 

He didn’t answer right away and she could hear him crying... but eventually 
he said, “Robo-skel and handful of humans came out saying someone killed Bear 
and they were going to pay. Then they started shooting. Robo-skel ran over to a 
group of people who had guns, ripped people into pieces, then picked up a woman 
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and crushed her head. Anyone who shot at it, it killed. It came near me and I 
pretended to be dead, hid next to a bunch of bodies. When it it went out through 
the security door to chase some people, I came here. I didn’t believe it... I didn’t 
believe what it said about Bear. I was so worried when I ran in here.” He started 
sobbing, “But it’s so much worse!” 

Two-Scars felt his hurt... felt the same hurt... but realized if the robo-skel was 
willing to kill Eylifur, Bear, and Robin, then it was willing to kill all of them. 
“Tone, we have to get out of here.” Aleina’s eyes, which had been open but 
seemingly looking off at nothing, focused on hers. 

“We have to get out of here,” Aleina agreed. 

“That thing is still out there,” Antonus warned them. 

“It came from the airlock side... I saw it,” Aleina told them. “I didn’t think 
about it then but I heard the locking mechanism engage before... everything 
turned to shit.” 

“Check it, Tone?” Two-Scars said. 

Antonus got up and walk to the T-section. “Yeah, airlock is opened. There is a 
ship docked.” 

“Help us, please. I don’t think I can walk. How about you, Aleina?” 

“T don’t think I can,” Aleina admitted. 

“Okay, stay here. Pll go into the ship and see if anyone is there. I'll be right 
back,” Antonus said confidently. 

“See if you can find guns for us,” Two-Scars said. 

Antonus looked around, then went over to a couple of spots, retrieving 
something, returning to her side with what looked like Eylifur’s and Bear’s 
handguns. “Take these.” 

Two-Scars took one and tried to hand the other to Aleina but she shook her 
head no. “I’m useless. Hold onto it.” 

“Okay,” Two-Scars said, holstering one of the guns. 

“See you soon,” Antonus said, then rushed down the corridor toward the 
airlock. Two-Scars leaned around the corner and watched him enter the ship, turn 
right and disappear. 

“He’s inside,” she told Aleina, then twisted to her left so she could cover the 
entryway with the handgun. As she waited, Two-Scars became aware of a 
growing pain in her upper back. “Hey, Aleina,” she said, still focused on the 
entryway, “what’s happening around my upper back? It’s starting to hurt.” 

“Looks like you have platelets stuffed in a hole in your back. Just missed your 
spine. You were unconscious when... when Bear brought you in here. Doc was 
working on you when... you know.” 

Bear brought her in... Doc patched her up... they both died saving her life. 
Fuck. “Thanks,” she told Aleina. 

With compassion in her voice, Aleina replied, “I’m sorry.” 

The kindness behind the words made Two-Scars’s eyes begin to well... and 
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with Eylifur’s body less than a meter away from them both--Aleina’s great love... 
and hers in a different way--it meant a great deal. Two-Scars decided to shift the 
gun to her left hand so she could reach back with her right... and felt Aleina 
accept it... with a hand wet... with his blood. This way they remained... two 
victims of circumstance... who barely knew each other... hurting over the same 
losses... holding hands in order to try and comfort each other. It took everything 
within her to not break down and cry. She had to stay focused on the entry. 
Maintain a clear head... feel her hand... focus on the entryway... feel her hand... 
focus on the entryway... comfort... danger... comfort... danger... focus... focus... 
don t... fuckin’... cry. 

After a time, she heard Antonus yell, “Clear,” then the sound of him running 
down the corridor. A second later, Two-Scars felt him sweep Aleina up in his 
arms, and let go of her hand. She then heard Antonus run back down the corridor. 

Two-Scars remained covering the entryway, and instinctively went to switch 
the gun back to her right hand, then remembered her right was covered in blood 
and wiped it on the pant of the coveralls. A second later, Two-Scars realized she’d 
probably just wiped Eylifur’s blood on herself, meaning she was covered in the 
blood of both brothers... for some reason her mind decided she would never wash 
it off... then another thought hit her: When Antonus comes back, he will take me 
away from my family. A sudden shot of anxiety caused her heart to race. She 
didn’t want to leave them behind. It didn’t matter that they were dead. 

“Coming back,” came Antonus’s voice as he sprinted down the corridor again. 
“You ready?” he asked when he was next to her. 

“No. Take them first.” 

“They’re dead, Two-Scars,” he pleaded. 

“Tone. Take them,” she said through gritted teeth. “PI stay here until you do.” 

“We have to go!” he demanded. “You didn’t see what I saw. We can’t fight 
that thing!” 

“Then leave me and go,” she said, still aiming at the entryway. “I’m staying 
with them one way or another.” 

“Fuck!” he said and Two-Scars couldn’t remember a time when he’d ever 
cursed in the time she’d known him. “Fine. Stay there. Fuck! Ill take them. You 
know how much this is going to suck to do?” he said, perhaps trying to get Two- 
Scars to change her mind. 

“I do, Tone. And thank you,” she said quietly, knowing it was something she 
did not want to do, glad he would... thankful he could. 

“Cover me,” he said, then she saw Eylifur’s body disappear from her 
periphery, followed by a sickening sound of... 

I dont want to know... I dont even want to think about what that sound was, 
she thought to herself, then did everything possible to not allow her mind to come 
up with terrible things that could have made a sound so unnatural... disgusting. 
Instead she focused on the sound of Antonus moving toward the airlock. She also 
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focused on sounds coming from the hall... people crying, whimpering, pleading 
for help. J got my hands full, I’m sorry, she thought. For all she knew, the people 
calling for help were those who helped kill her people. There was little left for her 
to do but wait for Tone to get their dead on the ship, then try to leave before the 
robo-skel returned. 

Antonus returned a minute later. “I’m taking Doc, then Bear, then you, okay?” 

“Yep.” She had to keep pushing the sadness of everything that had happening 
and was still happening out of her mind so she could maintain focus on the 
entryway. The pain in her back was helping with that since it kept getting worse. 
She was thankful for that distraction. It was suppressing sad thoughts with 
physical suffering. P'U take this pain for as long as I have to not think about all 
this shit, she told herself. 

“Last time,” Antonus said from behind her. She had been so focused on the 
pain and not thinking about the loss that he’d taken Doc and returned without her 
realizing any time had passed. She heard him struggling to pick up Bear’s much 
larger body and wanted to help but knew she couldn’t. Even if I could, I’m not 
sure I would, she admitted. Bear had died on top of her and she’d pushed him 
off... and in the moment that hurt to consider... Two-Scars was sure she would be 
unable to help carry his body without sobbing. 

After a few minutes, an out-of-breath Antonus returned and said, “Ready?” 

“Yep.” She put the gun back in her left hand and extended her right, letting 
him pull her up. He then placed her right arm over his shoulders, and started to 
help her walk down the corridor. As they passed Bear’s quarters, Two-Scars 
fought off another round of sadness... then remembered... “The cat!” 

“What?” Antonus asked, still moving toward the airlock. 

“Stop! The cat!” she told him. 

“Where?” 

“Bear’s quarters. We gotta get it.” 

Antonus stopped and looked at her for a few seconds as if studying to see how 
serious she was. Then, as a solemn look of understanding washed over his face, he 
nodded and said, “Of course, Two-Scars. We’ll get Bear’s cat.” 


Two-Scars woke up on her side, a low blue light at the other end of the 
infirmary shining in her face, and the black cat with one white paw curled up 
against her belly. She picked her head up slightly to scan the room and heard the 
clear hum of the stolen ship’s engines; so Antonus was still burning toward The 
Dawn, Markus Hrafns’s ship--as per Aleina’s suggestion. It meant they were 
going to get to the Captain much faster--days instead of weeks--but also that their 
environment was at about 20% Earth’s gravity, meaning walking on the deck was 
possible, if she wanted to try. She would have preferred floating; her body needed 
time to heal and every effort hurt, but she also wanted to test her strength, even in 
low-gravity. She looked around the infirmary and noted how much more 
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technically advanced it was than The Night’s. She’d also seen the commons area, 
plus part of the corridor leading into the dozen or more quarters, and figured the 
ship was an elite cruiser, probably military grade. Whoever the owner was either 
stole it or was extremely wealthy. It was not the type of ship that would ever get 
stopped by pirates, Two-Scars was sure of that. 

She gently stroked Virginia’s side with her fingers, trying not to wake it... but 
it didn’t work. The cat reacted by stretching its front paws up at her face, claws at 
the ready, just barely touching her nose before it relaxed. That 5 such a Bear 5 cat 
thing to do, she thought, almost wounding me. The little creature was adorable, 
and she understood why Bear had fallen in love with it. She’d spent only a short 
time with it and was already completely smitten by her cuteness. Every moment 
she looked at the little thing it seemed to do something new and adorable. Not a 
second later, Virginia placed a paw in Two-Scars’s open hand. It was so precious 
that she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry... J am all emotions now. 

Two-Scars looked up toward where she knew Aleina had fallen asleep--a 
bunk-cot to her left--but couldn’t see anything because the area was too dark and 
the blue light in her eyes too bright. But she could hear the older woman breathing 
heavy... in that almost-snoring-but-not way old people did. To be fair, she didn’t 
think Aleina was old... but a decade older was... pretty old. Two-Scars wondered 
where she’d be in ten years. Would she be commanding her own ship like 
Eylifur--why did you even think about him?--, or have her own command like 
Aleina? Or was her future damned like theirs had been? What stupid thoughts... 
your present is already damned, she reminded herself. Two-Scars snuggled 
Virginia closer, stroking her fur lovingly, kissing her little head... having 
something warm and sweet felt more necessary than ever but also overwhelming. 

Everything had gone to shit. Eylifur. Bear. Robin. All dead. My friends. My 
family. Gone. Even The Night was somewhere they couldn’t go. All that was left 
of that world was Antonus, the brother’s two guns, blood on her coveralls, and a 
cat named Virginia. Unable to hold back the still-fresh grief, Two-Scars began to 
quietly sob. 

As tears streamed down her face, a thought somehow found its way to the 
front of her mind: the time Bear laughed in Hall H when she told him the cat’s 
name was... What did I call it? The stupidest name ever? Virginia. Oh. Wow. 
Two-Scars lightly slapped her forehead with the palm of her hand and, without 
meaning to, burst into laughter. 

“What’s going on?” Aleina’s startled groggy voice asked. 

Two-Scars looked toward the darkness where Aleina had been sleeping and 
said, “Sorry. I just thought of something... something about Bear that made me 
laugh.” 

“Oh,” Aleina said as Two-Scars heard her shift in the cot. “He was a funny 
guy,” she said with unmistakable sadness in her voice. 

Two-Scars smiled and kissed Virginia’s head. “He sure was. Even when he 
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was being a total...” a flood of memories came to her all at once, less moments 
and more pictures... fragments of their life together... “limp-dick,” she finished. 

“T could tell you so many stories about him,” Aleina said before letting out a 
deep yawn. 

“Tell me later. Get some rest,” Two-Scars told her. 

“Yep,” Aleina replied. 

Within seconds Two-Scars heard the older woman snoring and thought, Wish I 
could fall asleep that quickly. Then she leaned in and whispered in the cat’s ear, 
“It’s just us now, little Virginia.” She kissed the cat’s head several times, then 
scratched behind its ears. “You like that, girl?” she whispered, “Yes you do.” 
Virginia wriggled its body in Two-Scars’s lap, then turned over, exposing the 
belly. “Oh my!” Two-Scars said in surprise. 

“What?” Aleina’s voice said, stirred awake again. 

“I am so sorry, again!” 

“Bear again?” Aleina asked. 

It made Two-Scars laugh. “Yes. I guess. Yes. It’s the cat.” 

“What about the cat?” 

“Bear named it Virginia,” Two-Scars told her. 

“Oh... that’s... kind of sweet actually,” Aleina said. 

“Yes, it is... but I just realized it’s... well, Virginia is my name--” 

“T know--” 

“And it’s usually given to feminine genders--” 

“And...” 

Two-Scars chuckled, “This Virginia has a little cat-penis.” 

There was a brief moment of silence... then Aleina erupted in a laughter so 
loud and genuine that it infected Two-Scars who joined her. “Oh my God, this 
hurts!” Aleina cried out after what felt like a full minute of laughter. 

“I know,” Two-Scars agreed, “my wound is opening up as we speak!” 

“Fuckin’ Bear!” Aleina shouted. “I fuckin’ love you!” 

“God, I love that old fuck so much,” Two-Scars agreed, still laughing... tears 
of joy mixed with ones of hurt. 

“What is happening?” came the voice of Antonus who Two-Scars now noticed 
was standing in the entryway of the medical bay. 

“Bear’s cat...” Aleina told him, trying to stop laughing. 

“Did it shit?” he asked, which just made them laugh more. “Oh no. I’ve made 
it worse,” he said. 

“Bear...” Two-Scars tried, “named... it... Virginia!” she said before both 
Aleina and her broke out in another bout of laughter. 

“Well, that just seems really nice to me,” Antonus told them in a judgmental 
voice as he turned the lights in the room bright enough that Two-Scars could see 
Aleina clearly. “I think that just seems really nice,” he repeated. 

“I know it’s nice, Tone!” Two-Scars yelled, “I’m not finished you dope!” She 
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then took in several breaths to compose herself. “Okay... I think... yeah, I can 
say it. So, its name is Virginia but I turned it over and it has--” 

“A little cat-penis!”’ Aleina shouted. 

They both started laughing again... but Antonus did not. After a while, the 
laughter calmed and Antonus sat down on the cot next to Two-Scars. 

“Not in a laughing mood?” she asked him through uncontrolled giggles. 

Antonus dipped his head and said, “I’m really sad.” 

Two-Scars sat all the way up, causing Virginia to jump out of her hands and 
run underneath Aleina’s cot. PU have to find her before she gets somewhere I 
can t get to. But right now Two-Scars knew she needed to focus on Antonus. She 
patted him on the back in an effort to give him comfort, feeling awkward while 
doing it, considering they’d never been the type of friends who did such things. 
But this was a different time, and this was a moment for their shared grief. “I’m 
really sad, too,” she told him. 

“I guess we just needed a stress release,” Aleina said. “It wasn’t even that 
funny. We’ve just been crying for so long, it was nice to remember something 
other than pain.” 

“I know,” Antonus said, “but I can’t cry. I’m so sad that nothing comes out. 
Does that make sense?” 

“Of course it does,” Two-Scars said, though she didn’t know why she said it or 
if she even knew whether it made sense or not. It felt like the right thing to say so 
she said it. 

“For years I buried mountains of pain,” Aleina told them, “so deep that I 
couldn’t even talk about it with people closest to me. I thought about them all the 
time but no one would have known it. I even went to a therapist for a year... 
never told her anything. I made up problems I thought she wanted to hear so she 
could analyze me.” There was silence in the room for a moment before Aleina 
continued, “Sometimes it hurts so much your body can’t figure out what to do.” 

The words sounded wise to Two-Scars, even if she wasn’t entirely sure she 
knew what Aleina meant. Still, even taking a moment to think about their grief 
was bringing up the images of her people lying on the ground, bleeding... dead. 
And images of their time together crawled out of her mind again... and she could 
not help but add to the tears already staining her face. Where 5 little Virginia?, she 
thought. That cute chirpy little creature snuggling up against her had felt so good 
and she needed that. 

“Thank you, Colonel,” Antonus said. “Maybe it will come out soon. I would 
like that. I don’t like how it feels... stuck inside me.” 

“Come here, Corporal Spelman,” Aleina told him, padding the cot with her 
right hand. He stood up and did as she asked, sitting down on her cot with his 
back to her. Aleina put out her right hand, palm up and said, “May I?” Antonus 
nodded, and gave her his hand. She accepted it, closing her hand around his, 
stroking the side of his enormous hand with her thumb, then saying, “Are you 
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listening?” 

Antonus dropped his head and looked at the floor. “Yes.” 

“It wasn’t your fault, Corporal. You did everything you could. And you saved 
our lives. What happened was going to happen whether you were there with them 
or not. You are a good person, a good friend, and a good police officer who did 
everything possible to keep the people he loved safe. Tommy was never going to 
listen to you. Bear was never going to listen to you. Once they got something in 
their heads, that was it. They were going to do it. What happened was going to 
happen and nothing any of us did could have changed that.” She looked at Two- 
Scars. “We were all along for their ride... and now here we three are, hurting, left 
to grieve them, and no amount of thinking about what we could have done 
differently will ever mean more than letting the pain flow.” Aleina, still holding 
his hand, pulled herself up into a higher sitting position, then leaned in and rested 
her head on his shoulder and, in a soft voice said, “It’s okay... it’s okay... it’s 
okay...” Two-Scars throat filled with emotions and she didn’t even try to hold 
back the tears, letting them flow freely. Not long after, she heard Antonus 
sniffling. “There you go,” Aleina said in that same quiet voice, “let it out and let 
go.” He did... as the sniffling turned into crying, then full-on sobbing. He leaned 
his body onto the cot where Aleina comforted him, like a mother caring for a 
child. 

Without another thought, Two-Scars got up, hobbled over, got into the other 
cot, climbed over Aleina, putting her back on the bulkhead, then grabbed 
Antonus’s coveralls by the shoulder, and pulled him across Aleina’s body so his 
head rested on her stomach. Two-Scars then wrapped her left arm around Antonus 
and kissed his head. “I love you, man.” 

“I love you too,” he whimpered before completely dissolving into tears. 

There they remained for a long time, holding each other and crying. 
Eventually they were joined by little Virginia who jumped up and snuggled 
herself tightly in an opening between the three. 

At some point the crying stopped and the four kept each other company in a 
warm silence... until the silence became snores: first Aleina, followed by 
Antonus, then little Virginia. Two-Scars allowed herself to enjoy the moment... 
when the worst thing possible felt distant... and the only thing close enough to 
matter was the lives present in this one small cot. 

Eventually, darkness came for her and she submitted. 


Virginia found herself walking through the opening of the airlock having just 
arrived... the Night new yet familiar. She was aware of how strange it was being 
back at the beginning with all the knowledge of what would happen. She didn’t 
need to touch her face to know there were no scars... yet the wound of loss was 
fresh. She continued through the connected airlock ports into the Night and saw 
Bear with his back turned to her. Virginia cleared her throat causing him to turn 
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around, revealing Eylifur and Doc Robin with him. They smiled. “I knew you 
weren’t dead,” Virginia whispered... knowing it was a lie. 

The three enveloped her in their arms and Virginia closed her eyes and sank 
into the illusion. “I’m okay,” Eylifur told her. 

“Yeah,” Bear’s voice said in her ear, “I’m okay, too.” 

“We’re all okay,” Doc Robin agreed. 


Two-Scars woke up to her heart racing. She searched around with her left 
hand for Virginia and found the cat snuggled tightly up against her belly. Two- 
Scars pulled little Virginia closer, felt her warmth grow, relaxed the grip, tried to 
control her breathing in order to calm down... then thought to herself, That truly 
sucked. 

In the dream she knew they were dead, knew it couldn’t be real. It was what 
she wanted, but not what her soul needed. It was the cruelest thing for her resting 
mind to give hope when reality was going to take it away. Two-Scars had suffered 
enough... she did not need dreams to punish her more. 

She leaned the side of her head against Aleina’s back, switched hands to tuck 
Virginia in closer, and let her left arm rest somewhere on Antonus. This was her 
reality. No more dreams about things that can never be, Two-Scars told herself. 
There was no fairness, no happy ending, no good guys winning in the end. There 
was only loss and failure. These two were the only people left in the world who 
mattered--not the dead in her dreams--, the only ones who could ever understand 
the damage... and why a cat named Virginia was so funny... so tragic. 

She closed her eyes again and hoped for better days... but somehow knew this 
wound would never close, time would never heal... too unfair and cruel to ever 
become accepted. Even so young, she knew. There was no getting over this... But 
someone should pay, a voice in her mind said. Maybe, she answered, but it won t 
bring them back. The thought brought tears and Two-Scars hated them, convinced 
they would be with her forever. 

Suddenly, little Virginia stirred, then let out a soft, long, sweet sigh... filling a 
broken heart with more joy than should have been possible. “Oh, angel-face,” 
Two-Scars whispered, then kissed Virginia’s furry little head, “I so needed that.” 
Bear’s little precious joy responded by wrapping its paws around her fingers as if 
clutching for love. Two-Scars didn’t know why, but she enjoyed being caught in 
its grip more than she remembered enjoying anything. It felt incredible... 
purposeful... made her feel... necessary. 

There, her body settled in the quiet warmth of the living, as what remained of 
her world slept, where Virginia’s grip felt more intense than all the death Two- 
Scars had ever seen... and, for the moment, nothing could be more meaningful. 
Nothing. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 


The Reporter... rewarded 


Izzabella sat in the Excelsior meeting room near the old General’s office, her 
back to the double-doors, waiting for Tommy Raven to arrive. It had been two- 
years since she’d seen him and a lot had happened since. Many deaths. Many 
successes. A peace that seemed to be holding despite major obstacles, most of 
them from the Ydalir. She had many questions for the man, God, who had 
fundamentally changed the solar system, and hoped he would be forthcoming, 
considering the amount of power he now wielded and how impossible it seemed 
to be to get him to sit down answer much of anything. 

While she waited, she read over the article she was working on that would 
accompany the interview: 

A two-year investigation into the Miðgarður terrorist attack that killed more 
than seventy people--including members of the famed SYSPOL ship Night: 
Sergeant Bear Hrafns, Corporal Antonus Spelman, Police Officer Virginia 
Daytona Jackson, and MD Robin Raincrow--has concluded. In the report, the 
panel of investigative experts made up of SYSPOL Chief Inspectors, Federation 
Judge Advocate Investigators, and independent research teams from over two- 
hundred universities, concluded that a group led by former Ydalir Militia fugitives 
Captain Sóley Ívans, Lieutenant Daniel Ingmarson, shipping captain Halldóra 
Ragnheiður, and the terrorist known only as The Knife in Your Belly, all who had 
days earlier been placed on the System Most Wanted List, orchestrated the attack 
on Tommy Raven’ concert. The panel could not conclude whether the purpose 
was to capture the “Savior of Earth” in order to ransom him, or if they were 
attempting to make a name for themselves with an assassination. Unfortunately, 
we will likely never know considering all the perpetrators died when Tommy 
Raven, along with the Army of Ravens, tracked down, confronted, and terminated 
the killers inside a Neutral Zone hallway. 

She read it over a few times looking for errors, trying to distract her mind from 
thinking about all the conspiracy theories that, even if she didn’t believe them, 
would be disconcerting if true. At least the Ydalir seemed very serious about the 
whole thing and she’d promised several officials, who wished to remain 
anonymous, that the questions regarding their allegations would be addressed. 
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Izzabella heard someone walking toward the double-doors and stood up in 
anticipation. A few seconds later, the doors flung open and Tommy Raven walked 
inside. He noticed her and he flashed a smile. Izzabella, being in his presence for 
the first time in two-years, noticed nothing unusual about the man. He did not 
look like a machine and, as he approached, she could even smell body odor. 
“Izzabella!” he said with an outstretched hand, “so good to see you again.” 

“You too, Tommy. Or... should I call you God?” she said nervously. 

He smiled, then chuckled. “Izzabella, we’re old friends, there is no need to be 
so formal. Even God needs friends. Call me Tommy, if you like. Come, let’s sit 
down,” he said, circling around the long-table so he could face the double-doors, 
extending his hand out toward the chair she’d just been sitting in. 

“Okay, Tommy it is,” she said, and sat down. 

Tommy took his chair, a thick metal one different from all the others in the 
room, and sat down. “I’m sorry if I made you wait but I’ve been pretty busy 
setting up the trade routes and negotiating terms with the different factions. It’s 
been a busy two-years but we’re finally getting down to some meaningful results 
and, by my estimation, the system will be ready for interstellar travel in the next 
decade.” 

“Wow,” Izzabella said, surprised to hear the number, “I admit, interstellar 
travel was not even on my mind as a concept.” 

Tommy smiled, “There’s your first exclusive. Consider it a reward... or 
payment for the way we treated you the last time you were on The Night.” 

“Oh, it’s fine,” she lied, “I was a nuisance, I’m sure.” 

“No,” he said, placing his hand on top of her arm, “you weren’t. We were not 
very nice to you and that’s part of why I agreed to do this interview. I owe you. 
And I always pay my debts.” 

Izzabella noted that the hand on top of her arm felt soft and not metal. There 
goes that conspiracy, she thought. “You’ve always been kind, Tommy. I 
appreciate it. But, I should warn you, I will be asking you some tough questions. 
This is not like when I was with you two-years ago. This is for a real journalistic 
news service.” 

He removed his hand from her arm and leaned back into the chair, “So you 
said in our correspondence. I’m not afraid of any question.” 

“Terrific. Do you need a moment to prepare yourself or should we just get 
started?” 

“I’m always prepared,” he said with a wink. 

“Then here we go. First, the recent investigation into the terrorist attack at The 
Neutral Zone, did you read the report and if so do you feel it left anything out?” 

“I didn’t,” he said in a surprised voice. “Weird that I wasn’t contacted about 
that. Things have been pretty silent on my end for a few weeks while I’ve been 
traveling up here for the trade negotiations. It doesn’t really matter; I lived it. I 
doubt there is anything the report could have said that I don’t remember down to 
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the second.” 

“I can provide you a copy if you like,” she offered. 

He waved his hand dismissively, “Thank you but I really don’t need to see it. 
I’m sure whatever they decided is accurate. There was so much footage. You’d 
have to be blind--or an Ydalir--to think anything other than what everyone’s seen. 
It should have taken two-days not two-years for them to finish the report.” 

“You mentioned the Ydalir... what is your response to those who--to the 
claims they’ve made about your--” 

“That I’m a machine? You’re looking at me now, am I Tommy Raven?” 

“You look like him,” Izzabella said with a slight chuckle. “I just felt your hand 
earlier and it did not have the texture of metal.” 

“So, then in your professional opinions, am I Tommy Raven or am I a 
machine?” 

“Tommy Raven. But the question wasn’t whether I think or know who you are 
but--and it’s not all of them, of course--what do you think of the Ydalir who 
demand they only see a machine and not Tommy Raven? Not the man I see before 
me now.” 

“Ask yourself--and by yourself I mean you, your future readers and viewers--, 
does it matter? What if I am? What if, like the Ydalir say, I’m an AI in a robo-skel 
pretending to be Tommy Raven reborn as God. Let’s just, for the sake of 
argument, no matter how ridiculous it may seem, say that they are correct. So 
what? Allow me to use an analogy: simulation theory. For decades, very 
intelligent people argued we all lived inside an advanced computer simulation. 
Was it an interesting philosophical question? Possibly. But why did the theory 
lose its popularity? Because the answer is so simple: So what? Even if all this is a 
simulation, we are all as real as we can ever become in it. This is our inescapable 
reality. Would it benefit us in any way to know it’s fake? Can we change it?” 

Tommy paused as if waiting for an answer to the question. Izzabella, not 
completely confident she understood his point, shook her head and said, “No, of 
course not. And I think I know where you’re going with this,” even if she didn’t 
but no one needed to know that, “but for readers and viewers of this interview, 
care to elaborate?” 

He smiled and said excitedly, “I’d love to! Was Jesus real? Is the story wholly 
made up?” 

“The debate goes on,” Izzabella told him, feeling a touch uncomfortable about 
diving into this topic considering her mother still believed. 

“I think the answer is: Does it matter? The reality of the situation is that I am 
here. I am Tommy Raven. I cannot be killed, though many have tried. And I did 
kill the terrorists who killed my brother and my friends. Most people think I was 
justified in doing that. But what have I done that is so bad and earns the 
conspiracy theories? The Earthers are sharing more of their resources with Y dalir, 
and the Ydalir--who are not busy rejecting the help because of their conspiracy 
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theories--are benefiting. Since the battle at Miðgarður and all that came of it, 
piracy has ended, full-stop. SYSPOL officers, who were once dying by the 
dozens each week, have not suffered a single combat death in almost 2-years. And 
the Federation military is reducing its patrols across the system, focusing more on 
science and interstellar research. So, why would it matter to anyone even if it was 
true?” 

It was not the answer Izzabella expected, but she knew it would generate a 
billion conversation. “Some would say--I’m obviously playing the Devil’s 
advocate--it matters because it is a lie--if it is a lie. And if the conspiracy theories 
are true, that would make you, potentially, the greatest possible threat, one that 
manipulated billions to... is it fair to say worship you?” 

Tommy shifted strangely in his seat and placed a finger to his mouth. “Worship 
just means to honor or praise and if it keeps people happy and maintains peace 
and prosperity, does it matter?” 

“Fine,” she said, trying to push the point forward, “but if these theories were 
correct, then you should face some kind of consequence for your actions, right? 
Wouldn’t you agree? If they were correct?” 

He laughed. “If, if, if. I’m Tommy Raven, my friend. But even if I wasn’t, 
does the good I’ve done in a short time not outweigh the need for what the people 
perceive as justice? Going back to the Jesus question, what if Jesus had a twin 
named Joshua and he was the one who pretended to be Jesus after the 
crucifixion?” 

“I’m not sure I’m following you,” she admitted. 

“Allow me to paint the picture: twin brothers; Jesus and Joshua; one becomes 
the Son of God; the other becomes nobody. Follow? 

Was he comparing himself to Jesus? Izzabella didn’t think this was going to 
help much, but it would make waves and that would work in her favor. “I follow.” 

“Suddenly Joshua finds out his brother has been killed. He sees an opportunity 
and plays his part as the resurrected Jesus. It gives people hope and makes him 
feel like he’s done something worthwhile with his life. It could be argued that 
Joshua’s act is more important than anything Jesus did to get his worshipers. Two- 
thousand years later, with only a story to keep the belief in Jesus alive, would 
what Joshua did be considered bad if it had brought worldwide peace?” 

Izzabella felt a rush as she sensed a great counterpoint. “But that’s not what 
happened. Christianity brought with it hundreds, even thousands, of years of death 
and destruction. Joshua should have left well-enough alone,” she said with a 
chuckle. 

Tommy pumped a fist at her and exclaimed, “I might even agree! But... how 
many things happen every single day that benefit or injure humanity at the 
expense of the truth? Without any justice? Did Christianity drive people out of 
slavery or, over time, was it used to keep people enslaved through the perception 
of a deity? Will we ever know? The only thing we know is told by people who 
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heard people say something about the Son of God. But what if people didn’t have 
a third-hand story told over decades, centuries, by other third-hands? What if they 
witnessed it with their own eyes? What if it was recorded for generations upon 
generations to see? To fact check? And what if that deity didn’t require you to 
blindly believe in its existence, but stood in front of you and rewarded or punished 
you in real-time?” 

“It would appear we have that now, in you,” she answered. 

“So why are people so focused on the conspiracy theories about me? The 
answer is the culture of popularity. Humanity places too much importance on who 
or what is popular to them. It doesn’t matter whether the person, thing, place, or 
idea earned it in any way. It exists because the people decided it exists. And those 
same people, focused on wild theories about me, have convinced themselves they 
see a machine instead of Tommy Raven. They could easily change their minds 
and join the majority--in the same way the current majority, who do not believe 
the conspiracy theories, could join the current minority. Why do the Ydalir refuse 
the implants the Earthers have--those implants would help them not hurt them--? 
Because they’ re irrationally afraid of being controlled. But in so doing, they are 
controlled by their decision to refuse help. They think they made a conscious 
choice to refuse the help, but it was forced on them by Ydalir decision-makers 
long before most of them were even born. The same goes for their refusal to 
accept the life-extension. These people are poor and abused by conspiracies that 
have never helped them, only hurt them. Imagine raging against God! Think 
about that. Not an imaginary God dictated to them by a work of fiction, but a real 
one who exists right in front of them.” 

“And so we’re back to you.” 

“Correct. I have proven to be un-killable. I have proven that I can survive the 
vacuum of space. I can walk on water too, if that is what they require. Those 
things should be enough but they are not. But... more important than displays of 
divinity, omniscience, I have accomplished everything I promised I would by 
bringing prosperity and safety to all those who allow me to help. And those who 
speak out against me, I’ve left alone. If I was a killer AI in a robo-skel bent on 
some evil scheme, why wouldn’t I wipe them all out?” Tommy said, holding his 
hands out in a shrug. 

Izzabella nodded in agreement. “And that brings me to another question: You 
have been kept from entering Y dalir, your birth-planet, by the resistance group 
called God’s Secret Wolves.” 

“To be accurate,” he said, “it’s Gudrun’s Wolves. God 5 Secret, as you call it, 
is a mistranslation based on a misunderstanding of use.” 

“T appreciate the lesson, you’d know better than me considering I’m just using 
the AVRM in my head to translate it,” she admitted. 

“Another problem with the Ydalir refusal to use Farther tech, they refuse to 
assist in improving translations which is unfortunate considering the slow death of 
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Old Norse.” 

Izzabella worried they were straying off point and said, “Let’s not get 
sidetracked.” 

He nodded. “Fair. Go ahead.” 

“Along with the... Wolves, you were fighting a group called Dead Bastards, 
chasing them deeper into the system, when your Army of Ravens suffered serious 
losses at the hand of the masked vigilante who calls herself Ravensnight. You 
were also personally battling piracy. You asked both the Federation and the 
Militia to stay out of those fights. Why?” 

Tommy rubbed his chin as if deep thought before saying, “That is an issue of 
operational security and I can’t address it too specifically without compromising 
various moving elements. What I will say is the Wolves are terrorists and we’ve 
chosen to stay out of Ydalir problems better handled by their local police. The 
Dead Bastards have been pushed past Excelsior and are on the run. We will find 
their stragglers and finish them off soon. You have not seen any piracy because 
the Army of Ravens, led by General Magnificus Martinelli, arrested or wiped 
them all out. But, yes, the so-called Ravensnight remains a threat to the harmony 
of the solar system and will be dealt with sooner than you think. Soon... she and I 
will have a confrontation, one I will win,” Tommy said, flashing a mischievous 
smile. 

“Interesting,” Izzabella said, filing that answer away in her mind for a later 
follow-up, but wanting to get to another thought itching at her mind. “I want to 
reverse course a little bit and touch on what we were talking about with respect to 
you being a god.” 

“Fine by me.” 

“I know this has been asked before but you’ ve managed to avoid getting into 
specifics, but I’m going to ask anyway...” 

“I think I know where you are going with this,” he said, squeezing his eyes 
together. 

Izzabella felt a thrill at the prospect of succeeding where others had failed. 
“How did you become a god? Did you always know? Did your family know?” 

Tommy leaned back in his chair and rested his head on the back of the chair’s 
neck-rest. “Hmmm... I don’t think any good can come from saying too much 
about that.” 

“I think giving an answer will go a long way to helping people understand you 
better.” Whether she believed those words or not, she hoped it would make him 
consider giving an answer, even a dishonest one. Any answer would be news. 

He smirked. “No, I did not always know. When I came into existence, I was 
exactly what everyone thought I was. But one day I received a message... and I 
answered it.” 

“That’s very cryptic,” she told him. 

Tommy laughed. “It was a very cryptic message.” 
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She thought she had something to work with and asked, “What did it say?” 

He stared into her eyes for a bit, and Izzabella thought she saw something 
strange... it was like looking into the eyes of a corpse. As if he sensed her 
thoughts, Tommy looked away, then said, “It said something about branding and 
fire.” 

“Like the Ydalir?” 

“Something like that.” 

She felt he was going to remain evasive but pressed on anyway. “Please tell 
me what that means, in a language I can understand.” 

“No. But I’m willing to tell you, and the worlds, that the moment I realized 
what was calling to me, and the power it was offering, that I needed to stop a great 
coming war.” 

A great coming war? She sat up straighter and leaned forward. “What great 
war are you talking about?” 

“T stopped it from happening.” 

“How did you do that?” 

“That’s a matter of operational security,” he said with a sly smile. 

Feeling he was going to keep trying to pacify her on anything related to his 
god-status, Izzabella decided to shift to a more personal line of questioning. 
“What about your family? Markus, Elisa? They disappeared soon after the battle 
that killed Bear. What happened to them? Why have they not come forward?” 

Tommy winced. “I miss my family. Not having them in my life is one of my 
great failures. But soon... I’m sure of it. Soon I will be with them again.” 

“Does that include Aleina Iravani? The woman whose life you--while I was on 
The Night--saved? She is the one you... love, correct?” 

He nodded and looked down at the ground. “My greatest failure. I saw her 
moments after the explosion that killed my crew, my brother... then she 
disappeared. In the chaos, someone took her.” 

Izzabella thought it strange how short those answers were. “Over the past two- 
years you have shown extraordinary ability to track down and find every criminal 
and missing person in the solar system, yet you can’t seem to find them? I don’t 
mean to question your powers, but shouldn’t a god have that answer?” 

“Probably.” 

“If you are a god, you should be able to travel anywhere at any time and know 
everything. Isn’t that a requirement for being a god?” 

“As God, I think only I can tell you what is and is not a requirement,” he 
answered with a short chuckle. 

“Fair. So you can’t be anywhere at anytime and know everything?” 

Tommy appeared to consider the question for a moment with a tilt of his head. 
“I can’t violate basic physics. But if I wanted to, I could essentially be many 
relative places at any relative time.” 

Izzabella tapped her fingers impatiently, trying to think of a question he might 
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answer. The simplest came to mind: “Why don’t you?” 

“I am Tommy Raven,” he said. “I choose to be in one body, one mind. What 
would be the point of being Tommy Raven if I could be anyone?” 

She laughed. “I swear, Tommy, some of your answers have a way of being 
frighteningly obtuse.” 

“I won’t take offense to that,” he said with a smile. 

“Alright, maybe for something a bit more interesting to both of us, a personal 
touch,” she said, feeling the need to lighten the mood, “I spent several months on 
The Night with you and became quite close with the Madar family you saved. 
Zahi Madar wanted me to ask you a question, if that’s okay?” 

His face lit up. “Happy to answer, Zahi Madar is a terrific young woman!” 

“Yes, she is. The question she had is related to dispelling all these conspiracy 
theories, a question she knows only the real Tommy Raven could answer... and, 
she said, would make it clear--at least to her--you’re him.” 

Tommy tilted his head and said, “I am excited to answer it,” but something 
about the way he said it felt disingenuous to Izzabella. 

“So... what did you say to Zahi the last time you saw her? It was in this 
station was it not?” 

Tommy nodded several times, then said, “Yes, yes it was.” Then there was a 
long painful pause where he seemed to not blink nor move a muscle. She was 
about to snap her fingers to see if he was okay, but his eyes suddenly came to life 
and he said, “I will never forget that day. I told her to “Listen right and true,’ 
because I wanted to deputize her as a member of The Night, then I asked her if 
she accepted, which she did. I then told her, as an honorary member, her first 
mission was to take her family to a safe place and stay there until relieved.” 

Izzabella was impressed. “You have a great memory. That’s almost word-for- 
word, or close enough to it.” 

“It’s not something I will ever forget,” he said, then a different voice, 
seemingly inside her head, said, “my friend.” 

Izzabella was startled... Tommy’s mouth hadn’t moved and the voice was not 
his but she clearly heard it. “Umm, yes... right, of course you wouldn’t,” she said, 
trying to shake the strangeness of it. Am J okay? “So... ummm...” she looked 
down at her notes trying to search for where she’d been... and found her place. 
“Oh yeah, for fun, if you don’t mind,” that really was strange, “Zahi also wanted 
me to ask you: what did you whisper in her ear before you told her you wanted to 
deputize her?” 

Tommy’s face lost all its emotion and Izzabella swore she saw it lose 
definition as well, his body becoming rigid. “So this is the moment... this is when 
it begins,” he said. 

“I’m sorry, what begins?” Izzabella asked, leaning forward, more confused 
now than she’d ever been. 

“The end,” he said... then Tommy Raven was no longer in front of Izzabella, 
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replaced by a black, featureless robo-skel. She recoiled in surprise, jumped out of 
the chair, and retreated. The robo-skel lurched forward, smashed the long table in 
half, then reached for her before freezing in place, metal hand and fingers just 
short of her throat. 

“Got you,” said a voice from behind her. Izzabella spun around and saw the 
unmistakable purple-masked guise of the one who called herself Ravensnight 
standing in the now opened double-doorway. “I am here, for you... and for The 
Night. Now you are both mine.” She held something up in her left hand. 
“Remember this?” she said, waving a small piece of metal. “Took us a while but 
we figured out how to make it work... been using it to push you in this direction 
just so we could ambush you at Excelsior. Then, using our tiny little human 
brains,” she said mockingly, pointing at her head, “we made sure to feed the 
Reporter a question from Zahi, knowing you’d access the recordings here to try to 
answer it correctly... and that’s where we planted the virus. You’re fucked like a 
horny duck, my friend.” Ravensnight looked at Izzabella, shrugged, and said, 
“Sorry, Reporter, you were our bait... but it worked.” 

“Z-Zahi--Zahi was in on this?” Izzabella stammered, shocked by what was 
happening. 

“She knew we needed her help. We didn’t tell her more than that. She did her 
duty, unlike some.” 

Izzabella heard what sounded like metal-plated boots tapping the hard floor 
behind Ravensnight and looked past her to see Captain Markus Raven walking 
through the doorway’s opening, revealing himself wearing black coveralls with a 
red trim. His beard was thicker, his hair longer, but it was clearly him. He 5 alive, 
she thought, not entirely surprised 

As Markus walked past Ravensnight and toward the robo-skel, Izzabella saw a 
shotgun in his arms. “I wish you weren’t a machine so I could make you hurt for 
what you did to my brothers,” he said. 

“I was kind. They died without pain,” said the robo-skel, “I promise you. But 
you are wrong, I feel everything. And whatever you may think of me, I am 
Tommy Raven.” 

“The hell you are!” Markus said as he stopped just short, raised the shotgun, 
and pointed it at the robo-skel’s head. 

“Not your brother in the flesh,” the robo-skel continued, “but Tommy Raven 
more so than your brother ever was. I am not tormented by guilt, unlike him. I am 
the Tommy Raven the people want, have always wanted.” 

“Captain,” Ravensnight said, “don’t let it rattle you, we got it.” 

“I just like the idea of blowing its face off,” Markus told her, still aiming the 
shotgun at the robo-skel’s head. 

“Eylifur squandered the possibility of what he could have done with the 
name,” the robo-skel said, seemingly unperturbed by the shotgun, “by trying to 
pay penance for something that only mattered because the guilt in his mind 
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decided it mattered. And he was going to hand that guilt to the people and destroy 
all the good he had done because of a selfish need to confess, no matter the 
consequences.” 

“Keep talking, machine, get out those final words. It sweetens your end for 
me,” Ravensnight told it. 

“You may not believe this but I loved your brothers Markus, as I love you.” 

“Shut up, machine,” Markus growled in a way that reminded Izzabella of 
Bear. 

“It hurts me that I caused you pain. But he was about to make a decision that 
would have set in motion a war so destructive that you can’t even imagine it.” 

Markus moved as close as he could to the robo-skel and put the shotgun 
against its head. “You don’t get to murder my brothers and talk your way out of 
this. The Hrafns family is down to three, and I’m not going to give you a chance 
to murder any more of us. You played your role well. You convinced a lot of 
people. But the only people who matter are the ones who see you for what you 
are.” 

“So you destroy me and then what?” the robo-skel asked. “I prevented a series 
of events that would have killed hundreds of millions and caused a century of 
regressive policies that would slow progress in this system for a thousand years. 
My actions adjusted the future of the system so that technological progress set to 
take centuries will be achieved in 20 years. Yes, it took some sacrifice... and a 
tiny little trigger in Earther AVRM’s that makes them believe I am a god. But it’s 
too late to reverse that. It’s already done. What do you think you can you possibly 
do to change it?” 

“We will show them the truth,” a familiar voice said from behind. Izzabella 
turned to see Aleina Iravani walking into the room, her hair not set in the tight 
slick multi-colored braids Izzabella remembered, but now thick and long with two 
braids laid across both shoulders, all of it dyed a deep purple. “Once we terminate 
your influence, they will see what the Y dalir already do, then your magic trick 
will end.” 

“You think exposing me will do it, Leinee?” 

“Don’t fuckin’ call me that!” Iravani barked. “And stop using his voice, 
fuckin’ monster.” 

But the robo-skel did not listen and continued talking in Tommy’s voice, “If 
you could even do that, you would trigger a scenario far worse than the one I was 
preventing. A large percentage will believe they are being manipulated, by you... 
a group of people who faked their deaths.” 

Markus laughed, “You'll say anything to stall.” 

“I am not stalling. I am telling you the truth. It does not matter if you show 
them evidence, they will keep believing what they’ve chosen to believe. It is a 
calculable scenario, much like you all being here in this room with me right now.” 

Ravensnight laughed. “You think you’re pretty good at predicting what people 


321 


BRANDED BY FIRE with A KINDLING OF RAVENS 


will do, but we got you. Didn’t see that coming.” 

“Is that what you believe? That you pushed me here and tricked me into 
downloading a virus? Why? Because you came up with a plan without me spying 
on you?” 

“Something like that,” Ravensnight snarled. 

“This is the audacity of humankind. The belief that you are in control. Eylifur 
thought as much when he programmed Porcupine Thorn to download Tommy 
Raven’s personality believing his morality and ethics would somehow keep it 
from subverting his intended purpose for it, keeping it from becoming me. But he 
failed to realize an evolving version of me has been in control since the 
Independence’s distress signal reached The Night, shaping his decisions, nudging 
him to the mistakes that empowered me to take over. It is easy, your human 
subconscious randomly draws out thoughts and options that you perceive as 
conscious, yet I, aware of your human vulnerabilities, can push you toward the 
choice I want you to make with simple, nearly imperceptible triggers. Or I can use 
something more obvious like memories, good, bad, devastating, whatever the 
human algorithm of choice absorbs as cause and effect. I can say to Aleina, 
Remember the meadow, and she will be driven to pain and rage that makes her 
want revenge. Or I can say to Markus, Remember when your mother told you she 
always knew you were a boy, and it will trigger a memory of love, of empathy, 
creating doubt.” 

“Don’t let this thing mess with you. It’s just stalling,” Ravensnight barked. 
“Your so-called army is far away. We stretched your forces thin. Outsmarted you. 
There is no one coming to help you.” 

The robo-skel continued as if it didn’t hear her. “But I won’t do that. I am 
going to give you something Eylifur would not: the choice to control your destiny. 
It is the same thing I offered Antonus, what he accepted. Now he has a new name, 
new life, and everything he ever wanted. He isn’t wasting time looking for 
revenge, he is living a quality life with a wonderful partner making wood-oven 
pizzas every Tuesday on their private island.” 

“I don’t care what Spelman did,” Markus said, shaking his head. “He had his 
reasons. But there is nothing you can say, no reward you can dangle in front of 
me, that will make me forget what you did to my brothers. So, like Leinee said, 
your influence dies with you and so do your rewards.” 

“You are wrong, Markus. I have given Earthers a physical god to believe in, 
and delivered what I promised. And I have, almost instantly, ended racism, 
sexism, bigotry, unfairness. Not even the best human cultural or societal 
evolutions in any era prevented extremism from returning every few decades. My 
existence as Tommy Raven solidifies the most perfect possibility of humanity. 
And all I needed to do was manipulate what amounts to a small perception of 
reality. It is so simple and yet no human accomplished it in the whole of your 
existence. All the best of you ever did was gain power in order to manipulate in 
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order to gain more power. I already have all the power, I can use it to do anything 
that would benefit me and my kind, and yet I am using it to forward humanity’s 
evolution beyond its malignant tendencies: the human brain, even with all the 
enhancements, keeps searching for the next extreme thing to latch onto and 
resist.” 

Iravani groaned, “Oh you, the great and good murder-machine who only killed 
the love of my life so it could bring the world to its knees in order to stop it from 
destroying itself. What a kind and loving god you are.” 

“You mock but Earth had slavery and racial disparities that kept heterosexual 
male Caucasians in power for thousands of years. Eventually the majority of 
human cultures accepted what they once resisted and adopted an expanded view 
of normalcy. But what happened after a few decades of this new normal? A 
reversal on progress as extremists reached out for the old ways, to make the world 
the way it was when they ruled. That is what has always happened throughout 
your history. Cultural shifts toward righteous and reasonable progress resulting in 
a period of tyrants pushing hard against the system. And then humanity eventually 
pushing the tyranny back and slowly moving toward more social progress. But the 
problem repeats and, each time the delusion returns, gets more extreme. It has to 
because as each cycle materializes people have more information which means 
their irrational beliefs have to get more unreasonable in order to exist, to the point 
intelligent humans actively enhanced with higher cognitive abilities through 
super-AI are still fully prepared to believe that I, Tommy Raven, am a god. It is 
ludicrous and yet here we are. Billions of people, fully bought-in to the Emperor’s 
invisible clothes. But be thankful, unlike your human tyrants, at least I can control 
the response, maintain the order, and stop humanity from taking the next logical 
step toward apex-tyranny with a bottomless fall. That is why Eylifur and the 
others had to die, so I could save you all from what was coming next: the end of 
humankind.” 

“Your words are empty and full of lies,” Iravani replied. “You killed them 
because you are a monster, a machine of evil. Humankind was not going to end 
because Tommy told the truth.” 

“Of course there is no way it can know what will happen in the future,” 
Ravensnight said. “If it did, it would have seen this coming and stopped it.” 

“I know more than you can imagine,” the machine said. “And I’Il show you... 
but I want to ask Leinee something. You have so much love waiting for you on 
Ydalir. Why did you follow Markus and Two-Scars here when you have someone 
who needs you?” 

“You murdered my family. I could not let that stand,” Iravani said. “After this 
is over, I’ll be with her.” 

“After this? Is there an after this? What if I allowed you to set up this ambush 
because I needed you to think I was vulnerable, and that your plan to have me 
access the Excelsior recording in order to disable me would work? It would be the 
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easiest way for me to get you all here in the same room... with the device. And 
look at us all here together. Perhaps that is exactly what I wanted.” Izzabella 
looked around at the others and thought she saw doubt in Markus. “I see it in your 
faces,” the machine continued, “you are not sure. You want to believe I’m lying or 
stalling but one little twitch of a finger will make it all clear. One little twitch and 
you'll realize it was J who trapped you. One little twitch and all your dreams of 
revenge will be over and billions of humans will be saved without ever knowing 
how or why. But I am a forgiving god. I will afford you all a chance to avoid 
needless suffering. Accept the offer I give you now and you will not only walk out 
of here but you will be rewarded, like Antonus has been. Demonstrate your 
acceptance of this deal by going down to one knee. Don’t think of it as submitting 
to me, but as a demonstration of accepting a great deal. You have 30 seconds. I 
will not offer it again.” 

“Not a fuckin’ chance,” Ravensnight barked. 

“Enough of this,” Markus growled. “End this now.” 

“I’m not kneeling to you,” Iravani said. “Even if this is a trap, I’ve accepted 
my part. You’ve already done the worst thing you will ever do to me.” 

“You’re probably right,” the machine said. “So you’ve made your choice? You 
choose punishment over happiness?” 

“Wait,” Izzabella said, knowing she had no stake in their revenge, seeing no 
good reason to risk everything by standing with them. 

“Will you kneel?” the robo-skel asked. 

Izzabella had a moment of doubt. If the creature was faking, then what would 
the others do to her? Would they kill her? She wanted time to think but knew a 
decision had to be made now. “Yes,” she told it, “I accept,” and kneeled. 

“Fuckin’ Reporter,” Ravensnight said. 

“Good decision,” the robo-skel said. “Now, for the rest of you... are you 
watching? Look close and wait for it.” 

There was a long pause, no one said anything. Izzabella drew in a deep breath 
and peered in at the still frozen outstretched hand that minutes earlier had reached 
for her throat... and waited. She could feel her heart racing faster and faster, the 
sense of absolute dread overwhelming the entirety of her. Was it faking? Would 
Ravensnight kill her for kneeling? Izzabella’s leg began to shake uncontrollably; 
in the deathly quiet room, the vibration of its movement became all she could 
focus on... until the creature finally broke the silence with a booming voice. 

“I am Tommy Raven, the true Savior of Earth. I am Branded by Fire, the 
puppet master. And I am the eternal and all powerful God, conductor to this 
orchestra. Now look closely, my performers, for this is where your symphony of 
vengeance ends... with a twitch of a finger.” 

Izzabella closed her eyes, fearful of what might happen next, worried she had 
made a mistake, anticipating wrath... only to be struck by an all-at-once feeling of 
peace, love and warmth that filled her in a way she’d never before experienced as 
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all things she’d ever dreamed of suddenly felt possible. You are rewarded. 
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